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Abstract
Although there is a great deal of research literature available on the causes for and the impact of
teacher attrition and research on professionalism, there is little research to prove what
connection, if any, exists between the two. The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological
study was to determine whether the development of a strong professional identity could
positively impact teacher retention in a specific school. The research was conducted by first
gathering baseline data from teachers who took 2 established surveys, the Job Satisfaction
Survey (JSS) and the Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire (PSIQ). Focus group interviews
with volunteer teachers followed. Survey findings indicated that teachers in the study context felt
largely professional but also largely unsatisfied with their jobs. Interview data detailed these
findings further. First, teachers identified having a strong professional identity as crucial for
helping them to persist in an increasingly difficult profession. They clarified professionalism as
including effective communication and collaboration as well as effective teaching. Additionally,
interview data pointed to leadership, support, feedback, and climate as critical factors for
professional identity development. For leaders, the study clarifies that campus leaders must
model professionalism by establishing clear boundaries and expectations, communicating
clearly, transparently, and professionally, giving meaningful feedback, and establishing a
supportive, collaborative culture around a common vision. While teachers felt it was important to
be viewed as professionals by students and parents, the participants invariably said that teacher
professionalism starts with the campus leadership setting the tone.
Keywords: teacher retention, professional identity, self-efficacy, phenomenology, focus
groups
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Experts in the educational research field agree that teacher retention is a high priority;
according to educational researcher and leader Richard DuFour, “Teaching has become
America’s most embattled profession,” and this has negative implications for the profession and
the stakeholders it serves (2015, p. 14). According to the Texas Education Agency (2018),
teacher attrition has hovered around 10% since 2012, and new teachers have accounted for 11%–
12% of the teaching population during that time (Ramsay, 2018a). More specifically, between
2009 and 2017, the number of teachers leaving the profession rose by nearly 8,000, and new
hires rose by approximately 9,000 (Ramsay, 2018a). While attrition is higher for smaller school
districts, it remains above 10% in Texas districts of all sizes (Ramsay, 2018b); this indicates
teacher migration among districts, which is not as troubling for the entire profession but is still
costly for individual organizations. Notably, retention is highest for teachers with university
undergraduate preparation and lowest for out-of-state and alternative certification teachers,
whether those teachers are in any of their first five years of teaching (Ramsay, 2018c); retention
rates do decline as teachers gain years of experience. This data indicates problems with teacher
retention while pointing to mediating trends in teacher preparation, opening the door for more
research into teacher training and professional development.
Attrition can occur when teachers choose to leave one school for another or when they
leave the teaching profession entirely (Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2008).
Teachers leave for a variety of reasons, many of which revolve around the need for
administrative support (Tickle, Chang, & Kim, 2011). Other factors impacting attrition include
low salaries, issues with student discipline and motivation, large classes without adequate
preparation time, and a dearth of influence and opportunities for advancement (Ingersoll &
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Smith, 2003). Losing teachers, either to other schools or other careers, can cause an imbalance of
inexperienced teachers, which can hinder student achievement; the remaining teachers are then
more likely to leave and continue the cycle (Boyd et al., 2008). Attrition carries high costs aside
from damage to student achievement, such as damage to school culture and the financial burdens
associated with training, mentoring, and hiring substitutes (Darling-Hammond, 2003).
Much research has been done on the causes for teacher retention as well as attrition;
teachers who stay tend to have a sense of professional satisfaction (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016)
and a sense of calling (Bennett, Brown, Kirby-Smith, & Severson, 2013). Opportunities for
advancement, administrative support and communication, and higher salaries have been linked to
higher teacher retention rates (Borman & Dowling, 2008). A strong professional identity for
teachers could be a good way for campus leaders to replicate some of these characteristics of
teachers who stay and the schools that keep them. For example, greater enjoyment of work can
lead to higher levels of commitment and, therefore, an increased sense of professional identity
(Martin, Meyer, Caudle Jones, Nelson, & Ting, 2010). Increased decision-making capacity
(Alexandre, 2016), which aligns with the idea of providing greater decision-making
opportunities as a method of retaining teachers, can improve a view of oneself as a professional.
Most hopeful for organizational leaders is the fact that a professional identity can be developed
through feedback, modeling, and conversations (Hill-Berry, 2016).
Because some thinking around retention and professionalism centers on one’s selfperception and ability to act in one’s interest, this study is heavily influenced by self-leadership
theory, “a self-influence process through which people achieve the self-direction and selfmotivation necessary to perform” (Neck & Houghton, 2006, p. 271). Elements of self-leadership
have been influenced by social cognitive theory, which proposes the teaching of self-regulation
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and resilience to increase perceived and actual self-efficacy (Wood & Bandura, 1989). An
agentic perspective of the theory utilizes the self-regulatory and self-reflective aspects of social
cognition to develop the resiliency needed to survive in and adapt to difficult environments
(Bandura, 2001). This theoretical framework could align with a professional identity and speak
to the abilities that teachers need to generate resilience in their profession.
Background of the Study and Researcher Positionality
At North Canyon Middle School (NCMS, pseudonym) in Texas, 23 of 43 teachers on
campus have been hired within the last two years. While some of this attrition is unavoidable due
to the school’s proximity to a large military base and the resultant mobility from teachers
married to soldiers who move, some are also due to teachers transferring schools or leaving the
profession entirely. At the end of the 2016–2017 school year, one teacher retired and several
moved for personal reasons, but three teachers left for other schools in the district and one left
the profession in the middle of the school year with no notice. According to the school’s records
in 2017, teachers who left cited specifically the work environment and leadership as reasons for
their departure. The records also showed that at the end of the 2018–2019 school year, three
more teachers left for other schools, indicating a desire to stay in teaching but not at this school.
In a district with high military mobility, it is especially important to leverage strong, supportive
leadership to develop and retain the teachers left unaffected by this factor (Tickle et al., 2011).
There is, however, little research on the impact the development of a professional identity could
have on teacher retention. This deficit, in combination with existing research on teacher attrition
and the damage it causes, makes further research into this potential mediating factor pertinent
and necessary.
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As the researcher conducting this study, I am disclosing my positionality as a former
campus leader at North Canyon Middle School (NCMS). While my positionality as an insider
benefits the study due to my increased background knowledge of the context, my interest in the
research’s benefit to the organization requires that I disclose my position for transparency (Herr
& Anderson, 2015). It was important for participants to know that they could be comfortable
sharing responses with a district leader; sharing my interest in the benefits of the research built a
common goal, which put everyone on equal footing. It also allowed participants to see how they
were contributing to knowledge on the subject and potentially improving their work context.
Statement of the Problem
Teacher attrition is a long-standing problem for educational leaders and occurs for a
variety of reasons: school conditions and lack of perceived self-efficacy (Ávalos & Valenzuela,
2016); lack of training in teaching special needs students and resulting stress (Gray, Wilcox, &
Nordstokke, 2017); worries about the potential for career advancement, parents, school policies,
a heavy workload, poor job satisfaction (Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014); and lack of
experience, negative student behaviors, and salary considerations (Tickle et al., 2011). Some
factors, such as an urban environment, a high population of students with low socioeconomic
status (SES), and high student diversity are linked to high attrition but remain outside the control
of campus staff and leaders (Borman & Dowling, 2008).
The results of teacher burnout and attrition have historically been shown to be
detrimental to school culture and student achievement and incur huge financial costs for training,
substitutes, and mentoring programs (Darling-Hammond, 2003). Darling-Hammond (2003)
stressed, “While recruiting strong teachers is critically important, it is equally important to keep
strong teachers” (p. 7). This remains true. In addition, researchers have noted more recently that
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the lack of consistency in teachers has a negative impact on student achievement from the
resulting lack of efficiency, consistency, and the teaching experience that increases efficacy
(Podolsky, Kini, Darling-Hammond, & Bishop, 2019).
Research on teacher attrition in Texas largely reflects the issues seen in national and
international studies; many variables intersect and interact with each other to affect teacher
attrition, including age, teaching assignment, curriculum support, accountability (Sass, Flores,
Claeys, & Perez, 2012), administrative support, student discipline problems (Killian & Baker,
2006), and salary (Hendricks, 2014). The attrition problem in Texas is reflected in the statewide
teacher attrition rate, which is at 10% and rising (Ramsay, 2018a). With national and statewide
causes and consequences of teacher attrition well-documented in the literature, researchers agree
that attention must now be paid to finding a solution. Some research focuses on the need for
developing resilient teachers (Dinham, Chalk, Beltman, Glass, & Nguyen, 2017; Richards,
Levesque-Bristol, Templin, & Graber, 2016), but the question remains: What can campus and
district leaders do in the absence of a universally accepted solution? A research study in a
specific school context may provide a leadership framework that would benefit leaders seeking
to mediate attrition and its effects at their schools through helping teachers build a strong
professional identity (Bloom, Smith, & Rich, 2017).
Purpose of the Study
While causes of teacher attrition have been exhaustively researched, many of the
identified factors are outside the scope of influence of campus leaders, leading to a need for
leadership research that will point campus administrators to a tool that can reduce attrition and its
harmful effects. The purpose of this study was to determine whether development of a strong
professional identity could positively impact teacher retention on a given campus based on an
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exploration of the phenomenon of teacher professional identity development. Teachers were
asked to narrate their identity development experiences, detail the qualities and characteristics of
a professional identity, and discuss the influence of leaders on identity development to provide
the qualitative data for interpretive analysis. A qualitative, phenomenological research design
was employed in the study because it was my desire to examine the lived experiences of teachers
building their careers and professional identities hoping it would bring valuable insight into the
interaction between their perceptions of their identities and the external factors that impact
retention (Moustakas, 1994). The phenomenon studied was the development of a professional
identity as well as its impact on teacher retention.
Middle school teachers at NCMS participated in this study. I asked for volunteers from
43 NCMS teachers. Those that volunteered participated in focus group interviews. The goal at
the outset of the study was to have three focus groups of three, and this was achieved with the
volunteers from the study sample. Prior to the focus group interviews, I asked the entire campus
population to take two surveys. The results of the surveys served as a guide for developing and
implementing the interview guide. Interview data were analyzed to find a connection between a
professional identity and the intent to stay in the profession. Through transferability, such
evidence may provide a solution for leaders of other campuses and districts.
Teachers participated in the Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire (PSIQ) to measure
self-perception of a professional identity as well as the Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) to measure
their intent to stay in the profession. Both surveys were administered online. Survey data were
used to provide preliminary insight into teacher perceptions of the link between professional
identity and retention; this information was used in the development of the focus group interview
protocol. The JSS was originally developed for social service employees and has been found to
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predict employee turnover (Spector, 1985; Tsounis & Sarafis, 2018), making it an excellent fit
for a study on teacher retention. The survey measures nine aspects of job satisfaction: “pay,
promotion, supervision, fringe benefits, contingent rewards, operating procedures, coworkers,
nature of work, communication, and total satisfaction” (Tsounis & Sarafis, 2018, p. 2). The PSIQ
analyzes one’s state of mind regarding oneself as a member of a given profession and looks at
“teamwork, communication, assessment, cultural and ethical awareness, using records ethically,
handling emergencies, reflection, and teaching” (Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009, p.
605).
The phenomenological research design was chosen to analyze the connection between
teacher retention and a professional identity. The design was appropriate due to the inherently
relational nature of this methodology, which focuses on participants and their reflections on their
experiences (Moustakas, 1994). The hope was for teachers to feel empowered due to the
emphasis on their thoughts, and a qualitative methodology is especially important to bring some
clarity to the varying definitions of professionalism to which teachers might subscribe.
Research Questions
Although surveys were used to inform the focus group protocol, there was no quantitative
element to this research. The overarching research question for the study was: How do educators
perceive the importance of a strong professional identity to intent to stay in the profession? The
three research subquestions for the study were the following:
1)

How do educators describe the development of their professional and personal
identities?

2)

According to educators, what qualities or behaviors characterize a strong
professional identity?

8
3)

How do educators perceive the influence of leaders on their professional identity
development?

Definition of Key Terms
For this study, the following key terms are defined.
Professional identity. Professional identity is a “state of mind—identifying one’s self as
a member of a professional group” (Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009, p. 603). The
definition can vary across professions but will include professional activities such as teamwork,
communication, stakeholder assessment, cultural and ethical awareness, personal reflection,
handling emergencies, and handling stakeholder records ethically.
Teacher attrition. UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2019) defines teacher attrition as the
percent of teachers leaving the field of education in a single year. For this study, the definition is
extended to teachers who leave for other schools as well.
Teacher preparation. The Texas Education Agency addresses four avenues for teacher
preparation: alternative certification, university postbaccalaureate, university undergraduate, and
out-of-state (Ramsay, 2018c). These labels will apply to the study population and will be
statistically analyzed as they relate to teacher retention and self-perception of a professional
identity.
Teacher retention. Teacher retention is more difficult to measure than attrition because
it occurs over time and can, therefore, refer to an extended career in education or expressed
intent to engage in one (Tamir, 2010). The term will be used in this study to refer to either.
Chapter Summary
Much attention has been paid in the research on teacher attrition and retention. Causes of
attrition have been extensively studied, as have various attempts to mediate this attrition, solve
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the problem of a teacher shortage, and find causes for retention. In addition, research exists on
the various aspects of professional identity and its development in context. Both attrition and
retention research and research on professional identity can be viewed through the lens of social
cognitive theory. However, little research exists on whether there is a positive link between the
development of a professional identity and teacher retention. Chapter 2, the review of the
literature, will delve deeper into existing research to investigate what is known about attrition
and professional identity and to prove the need for research on a connection between them.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
According to the Texas Education Agency, teacher attrition in the state of Texas hovers
around 10% and is on the rise (Ramsay, 2018a). Factors such as increased teacher candidate
reliance on alternative certification methods, which leads to greater attrition rates (Ramsay,
2018c), raise the level of concern of educational leaders already worried about teacher attrition
due to campus culture or pressure from accountability (Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014). The
negative impact on student achievement as a result of teacher attrition is the primary reason for a
focus on teacher attrition, though concerns about harm to teacher self-efficacy are also
worrisome (Podolsky et al., 2019) and could lead to a cycle in which teacher efficacy negatively
intersects with campus culture and achievement in a recursive pattern. Development of a strong
professional identity has been shown to lead to greater enjoyment of work and increased selfefficacy (Martin et al., 2010), which could have positive implications for the problem of teacher
attrition and therefore warrants further study.
This chapter begins with a discussion of the theoretical and conceptual framework for the
study and moves to an investigation of what is currently known about teacher attrition, retention,
and professional identity. In my literature searches, I included the keywords teacher attrition and
teacher retention, looking for both the causes for and impacts of each. This led me to further
searches for the impact of attrition on student achievement and other aspects of a given school,
such as culture. Evidence about the importance of mentoring and preparation led me to further
searches on these specific topics. I sought information on the concept of professional identity by
searching for professional identity characteristics and development. In addition, combing the
references of searched articles provided additional peer-reviewed sources for my review. All
searches were made through the online databases of the Abilene Christian University library and
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were limited to peer-reviewed, full-text articles. Much literature is dated post-2010, though some
research is from the early 2000s or before due to a need to establish the longitudinal nature of the
problem of attrition and to ground my research in established theory. While the literature
established in great detail the causes for and impacts of attrition, discussion of a solution was
largely limited to recommendations at the end of a research report or centered around legislative
issues beyond the purview of a campus leader. What remains unspecified is a leadership strategy
that campus administrators can employ to mediate attrition and its effects on a specific campus,
especially if a contextual factor such as proximity to a military base compounds attrition from
personal or other factors.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework Discussion
Self-leadership theory serves as the primary theoretical framework for the study. The
concepts of autonomy, grit and resilience, vocation and calling, meaning and engagement for
employees, and the importance of collective values will be examined in the context of selfleadership theory and relevant research on other identity theories, such as social cognitive theory.
These concepts are viewed as subconstructs of self-leadership and related identity theories,
which speak to the potential importance of self-identifying as a professional (Neck & Houghton,
2006). Existing research ties them to the idea of employee motivation (Bandura, 2001), which is
the benefit of positive professional self-identity most clearly linked to employee retention.
Self-leadership theory. Self-leadership is defined in the literature as “a self-influence
process through which people achieve the self-direction and self-motivation necessary to
perform” (Neck & Houghton, 2006, p. 271). The theory of self-leadership details strategies for
thought and behavior that help adherents maximize their potential (Neck & Houghton, 2006).
There are three categories of these strategies: behavior-focused, natural reward, and constructive
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thought-pattern strategies (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Behavior-focused strategies may include
goal setting, reminders, and cueing. “Evaluative self-management through goal setting is affected
by the characteristics of goals, namely, their specificity, level of challenge, and temporal
proximity” (Bandura, 2001, p. 8). In other words, goals must be specific, attainable, and timely,
and one must track progress along the way in order to monitor progress and experience selfefficacy to increase intrinsic motivation to continue along the journey (Bandura, 2001). For the
same reasons, goals must sometimes be adjusted because of a change in external circumstances
or the introduction of information or new challenges; setting short-term goals in alignment with
long-term ones can help alleviate such stressors (Neck, Manz, & Houghton, 2016).
Natural reward-focused strategies emphasize the enjoyment of an activity and increased
self-efficacy or intrinsic motivation (Neck & Houghton, 2006). In fact, performance can improve
“to the extent that activities and tasks can be chosen, structured or perceived in ways that lead to
increased feelings of competence and self-determination” (Neck & Houghton, 2006, p. 281). The
idea of better performance due to the opportunity to choose preferred activities aligns with the
human agency aspect of social cognitive theory, an underpinning of self-determination theory,
which encourages people to take an active role in self-development through intentionality and
forethought (Bandura, 2001). Efficacy that comes from such empowerment leads to increased
self-efficacy and greater enjoyment of tasks in a recursive cycle (Bandura, 2001).
Finally, constructive thought-focused strategies can allow one to continue selfdevelopment through the self-reflection encouraged by self-leadership and social cognitive
theories (Bandura, 2001; Neck & Houghton, 2006). While some are naturally inclined to
opportunity thinking (Neck & Houghton, 2006) or a growth mindset (Yeager & Dweck, 2012)
and readily use increased self-awareness to evaluate beliefs and assumptions (Neck et al., 2016),
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it is important to note that self-leadership can be taught (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Improved
self-dialogue, such as moving away from phrases like “I’ll never finish” or “This day is going to
be terrible,” and using positive mental imagery of completing tasks are examples of constructive
thought strategies (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Possible benefits of self-leadership that should be
of interest to educational leaders seeking to mediate teacher attrition include increased employee
“commitment and independence, creativity and innovation, trust and team potency, positive
affect and job satisfaction, psychological empowerment, and self-efficacy” (Neck & Houghton,
2006, pp. 283–285). Several leadership concepts derived from self-leadership are outlined below
and put into the context of existing leadership and identity research.
Autonomy. Maylett and Warner (2014) define autonomy as “The power to shape your
work and environment in ways that allow you to perform at your best” (p. 87). Their definition
aligns well with the self-determination and empowerment advocated for by the self-leadership
theory. In addition, social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) and self-determination theory (Deci,
Olafsen, & Ryan, 2017) both stress the importance of increasing confidence and employee selfefficacy by encouraging competence building and personal goal setting. These ideas are also
evident in research about job crafting strategies such as taking on new tasks or changing existing
ones, creating or altering relationships, changing personal perceptions, going outside current job
descriptions, and adjusting expectations (Berg, Wrzesniewski, & Dutton, 2010). Employee
empowerment and agency are proven as important aspects of how leaders build culture; “As
another way to understand how leaders do not act as overseers, but rather serve as architects who
provide a structural blueprint that shapes employee connection-building from afar, it is useful to
consider the role of employee agency” (Carton, 2017, p. 34). Because research indicates that
employee autonomy boosts self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, job satisfaction, and performance
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(Gagné & Deci, 2005), the empowerment of others is an imperative leadership approach in
accordance with self-leadership and social cognitive theories, making it worthy of examination.
Growth mindset and resilience. A mindset that embraces growth and resilience focuses
on opportunities for greater learning and sees mistakes or struggles in this light (Yeager &
Dweck, 2012). The idea of edge (Kegan, Lahey, Miller, Fleming, & Helsing, 2016) speaks to the
attitude evident in a developmental organization that weaknesses are learning opportunities. An
organization with edge believes that adults can grow from a fixed state, and that weakness could
be an asset (Kegan et al., 2016). Personal growth is key to human capital theory (Swanson &
Holton, 2009), social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001), self-determination theory (Neck &
Houghton, 2006), deliberately developmental organizations (Kegan et al., 2016), and employee
engagement (Maylett & Warner, 2014). While a growth mindset can be taught in the proper
environment (Yeager & Dweck, 2012), it appears that some personalities are better suited to a
growth or incremental mindset if they show the persistence, high self-efficacy, and engagement
associated with that mindset more so than the anxiety and other negative emotions associated
with an entity or fixed mindset (Yeager & Dweck, 2012).
In his outline of the biological view of human agency, Bandura (2001) indicated, “a
biological determinist view highlights inherent constraints and limitations. A biological
potentialist view of human nature emphasizes human possibilities” (p. 21). Bandura’s ideas
support the entity, or fixed, versus incremental or growth mindsets described by Yeager and
Dweck (2012). Various research studies either conducted or detailed by Yeager and Dweck
indicate not only that an incremental mindset is essential to success in the face of challenges but
also that it can be taught. In research on resilience, Seligman (2011) stressed the importance of
“positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment” as “the building
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blocks of resilience and growth” (Seligman, 2011, p. 103). Again, these ideas mirror the selfmanagement, self-efficacy, and positive responses to external forces inherent to self-leadership
theory (Neck & Houghton, 2006).
Vocation and calling. On the surface, Christian vocation and self-leadership may seem
to be mutually exclusive. After all, the concept of self-leadership is designed around the
individual and his or her ability to manage one’s own behavior (Neck & Houghton, 2006, p.
270), while Christianity encourages one to “deny [one]self” (Luke 9:23) and allow God to
“increase [so that one can] decrease” (John 3:30). However, Christians who desire to heed God’s
call to “know and love God and to love and serve others” as well as to use their gifts for His
“defining mission or purpose” for their lives (Thompson & Miller-Perrin, 2003, p. 49) can
accomplish those tasks through self-leadership strategies such as behavior management, natural
rewards, and constructive thought patterns (Neck & Houghton, 2006, p. 271). Once one has
discerned God’s call on his or her life through active listening to the Holy Spirit, the individual
will move to action (Thompson & Miller-Perrin, 2003, pp. 49–50). With the added motivation of
pleasing God with one’s actions, Christians are more likely to find ease in behavior management
or positive thought construction and to see natural rewards in even unpleasant tasks in alignment
with social cognitive theory (Neck & Houghton, 2006).
Meaning and engagement. Self-determination theory and social cognitive theory show
that employees would be better able to overcome setbacks in an organization that promoted
collective efficacy, which requires connection and teamwork (Bandura, 2001; Neck & Houghton,
2016). Deci, Olafsen, and Ryan (2017) described self-determination theory as having positive
implications for understanding the motivations of people in a variety of contexts, such as
education. “When individuals understand the worth and purpose of their jobs, feel ownership and

16
autonomy in carrying them out,” they will likely “perform better, learn better, and be better
adjusted” (Deci et al., 2017, p. 20). Maylett and Warner (2014) identified five elements of
employee engagement that make up the acronym MAGIC in their book: meaning, autonomy,
growth, impact, and connection. Such an organization resembles the “deliberately developmental
organization” illustrated by Kegan, Lahey, Miller, Fleming, and Helsing (2016). The authors
stated that such an organization is one that “so [values] the importance of developing people’s
capabilities” that it “immersively sweeps every member of the organization into an ongoing
developmental journey” (Kegan et al., 2016, p. 130). This aligns with organizational assessment
and evaluation research, which emphasizes the need for input from and individual accountability
for all stakeholders as well as dedication to a collectively developed, collaboratively held
organizational vision (Chen, 2015; Kaufman & Guerra-López, 2013; Stroh, 2015).
Research on the National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA)
organizational work on meaningfulness revealed similar themes (Carton, 2017) while
emphasizing a leader’s role in creating an environment in which internal motivation is
encouraged. Motivation for all staff came from leaders: reducing ultimate aspirations, shifting
attention to a concrete organizational objective, communicating milestones to the concrete
objective, and using rhetoric to connect objective to aspiration (Carton, 2017). Leaders also went
through the stages of connection-building, such as establishing proximity, creating steppingstones, defining the clarity of individual contributions, and, most importantly, reconstructing
day-to-day work tasks according to the organization’s objectives and ultimate aspirations
(Carton, 2017). “Leaders must invest more time when functioning as architects than as
visionaries because more actions are required to guide employees’ connection-building than to
showcase the meaningfulness of the organization’s ultimate aspirations” (Carton, 2017, p. 31).
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Having inherent meaning to activity is one of the natural-reward strategies from the selfleadership theory that leads to increased motivation and self-efficacy. It is important to note that
while self-leadership is crucial, organizational leadership can play an important role in its
development for individuals.
Collective values. Looking at the human agency aspect of the social cognitive theory,
which supports the self-leadership theory, Bandura (2001) noted that collective agency has a
greater chance of increasing self-efficacy due to the difficulty of instilling personal reflection and
self-management. When everyone is working toward the same objective, it is easier to feel one is
making an impact and to understand what everyone else is doing and how it helps (Carton,
2017). In addition, systems thinking around a shared value allows every individual in the
organization to take ownership of his or her contribution and organizational improvement (Stroh,
2015), and at the same time, identifying needs as gaps between current and desired states while
rallying stakeholders around societal contributions and common core values enhance
organizational improvement and effectiveness (Kaufman & Guerra-López, 2013). Selfdetermination theory emphasizes the importance of having high standards for oneself and others
(Neck & Houghton, 2006), which can be facilitated by work toward a collective vision.
Theory application. Self-leadership theory informs the research design, which will use
interpretive phenomenological analysis of quantitative interview data (Alase, 2017) to detail
teachers’ ability to develop a professional identity for themselves. Because the overarching
research question seeks to determine whether a strong professional identity could have a positive
impact on teacher retention, it was important to first discuss the various motivational aspects of
self-leadership and social cognitive theories. That discussion assisted in the analysis of interview
data and was necessary for me to connect established research to any aspects of professional
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identity that the teachers identified and found motivating. The concepts of autonomy, grit and
resilience, vocation and calling, meaning and engagement for employees, and the importance of
collective values are constructs of self-leadership (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Understanding
these concepts helped me to relate to the study’s participants during the data collection process
and also during the data analysis process in determining the themes for the study.
Review of the Literature
Educational leaders should be able to take advantage of the wealth of leadership research
and literature available that indicates how important it is to feel empowered, trusted, motivated,
efficacious, and professional, which reduces employees’ intents to leave as well as actual
attrition (Gomez & Rosen, 2001). Additionally, principals and other district leaders could build
on teachers’ self-identification of the profession as their calling and as an integral part of their
identities, which could lead to much greater intrinsic motivation and help teachers overcome the
sometimes mundane, difficult, or unpleasant aspects of their jobs (Gagné & Deci, 2005).
Although leadership and the need to use it for empowerment has been extensively
researched and reported on, one of the most often-cited reasons teachers give for leaving is lack
of administrative support (Tickle et al., 2011). Teachers also report high levels of stress,
unhealthy school climates, and poor preparation for educational initiatives, such as the inclusive
education of special needs students (Gray et al., 2017). All these factors could be mediated by
the support of a strong leader. The reported lack of support also leads to negative teacher
perceptions of their self-efficacy, which can impact attrition (Harfitt, 2015) and result in low job
satisfaction (Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014). The conflict created by the reported lack of
administrative support and other issues despite research-based best leadership practices and the
resulting teacher attrition deserves further study because of the negative effect on student
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achievement, the high cost of attrition, and the increasingly negative perception of the teaching
profession.
Causes of Teacher Attrition and Retention
Other causes of teacher attrition include working conditions, such as poor student
discipline, unhealthy climates, school demographics, concerns about training, and various
struggles with motivation (Gray et al., 2017). Each of these areas warrants further investigation
as one seeks to understand teacher attrition and move toward ideas about retention.
Principal leadership. Many researchers stress the importance of the principal as a
disciplinarian and little else. School climate and the principal’s role are usually linked to safety
and behavior expectations (Gray et al., 2017). This is an important consideration. One study in
Texas noted that one in five music teachers leave the profession and cited both administrative
support and student discipline as the top reasons for that attrition (Killian & Baker, 2006).
However, the principal’s role is often viewed as much wider; Tickle, Chang, and Kim (2011)
described it as being four-dimensional and indicated that leaders must build a vision, develop
goals, offer individual support, and create a collaborative culture. Administrative support is an
oft-cited reason for teacher attrition, making it worthy of study and emphasizing the fact that
teacher attrition is at its heart a leadership issue. One quantitative study (Tickle et al., 2011)
showed that “Administrative support was identified as the most significant predictor of teachers’
job satisfaction” as well as “a significant predictor of teachers’ intent to stay in teaching,” (p.
347) though it should be noted that the definition of administrative support was measured as
clear expectations and vision, support with discipline, and positive reinforcement and relied on
teacher perceptions. Such support was shown to be a mediating factor on the potentially negative
impacts on satisfaction and retention of lack of experience, classroom management issues, and
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salary concerns (Tickle et al., 2011). Teacher turnover is lower in schools with better principal
leadership and increased support (Ingersoll & May, 2012), while poor support has been linked to
dissatisfaction and attrition (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). Professional development for principals
has been offered as a potential method for alleviating attrition, showing how critical leadership
can be (Podolsky, Kini, Bishop, & Darling-Hammond, 2017).
According to research, a crucial job for campus leadership is to adjust hiring practices to
recruit the best possible candidates for teaching positions (Podolsky et al., 2019). Revised hiring
practices can include adjusting timelines so that hiring is done early in the spring to give new
hires time for induction and preparation as well as establishing a more rigorous hiring process
along with providing support for new teachers for retention (Podolsky et al., 2017). A crucial
element of that retention is the administrative support of teachers (Podolsky et al., 2017;
Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014). Administrative support can come in many forms and could be
something as simple as adequate supply provisions (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). Another example
could be emotional support from leaders (Hughes, Matt, & O’Reilly, 2015), especially in hardto-staff schools. “When school administrators create an organized, supportive, and collaborative
environment, it supports teacher well-being” (Gray et al., 2017, p. 207). School leaders can
model and teach stress management, provide school psychology and counseling services for
staff, and celebrate staff wins (Gray et al., 2017). Encouraging self-care, giving positive feedback
and recognition, and supporting teacher decisions could also serve as emotional support, though
leaders would need to remain aware of any differences in the perception of support between
teachers and administrators (Hughes et al., 2015). Some cited research studied the problem of
attrition in specific contexts, namely hard-to-staff schools and the area of inclusive education;
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however, it is reasonable to wonder whether these results would apply in a context with high
military mobility.
Another important aspect of administrative support is the encouragement of teacher
collaboration, which has been rated as more important than salary and student discipline
considerations in teacher attrition literature (Harfitt, 2015). As quoted in Scherer (2012),
Darling-Hammond stated, “What great schools, great principals, and great school teams know is
that you support teachers by structuring group collaboration for planning curriculum, by building
professional learning communities, by encouraging ongoing inquiry into practice” (p. 23). For
teachers in urban schools, the decision to stay relied not only on administrative support but also
on peer support, which can only be achieved if collaboration is a priority for campus leadership
(Brunetti, 2006). Teachers need collaborative learning opportunities to grow and stay in the
profession (Podolsky et al., 2017). Collaboration combined with the opportunity to innovate can
be particularly empowering and encouraging for teacher development and retention (DarlingHammond, Bullmaster, & Cobb, 1995). Collaboration is frequently cited in the research, though
it remains to be seen how collaboration with peers might impact one’s self-perception of a
professional identity.
Finally, transparency and communication on the part of leaders is another form of
administrative support that could mediate teacher attrition (Hughes et al., 2015). Communication
that can be described as both regular and supportive has been linked to lower attrition rates
(Borman & Dowling, 2008). Varying definitions of administrative support in the literature makes
it more difficult to pinpoint specific leadership behaviors that would mediate attrition, creating a
path for the current study on professional identity. Overall, however, the wealth of research on
the positive effect of administrative support and the negative impact of a lack of support provides
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an opportunity for deeper research into what specific strategies would be effective for leaders in
creating such a culture.
Working conditions. Researchers have indicated that working conditions, which come
directly from administrative support or lack thereof, are critical to retaining teachers; teachers
link their professional satisfaction largely to their school climate and culture, which comes from
leadership (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016). When viewed in this light, working conditions can
include intangibles, such as campus culture and administrative support, as well as more readily
measurable aspects of a school, such as student demographics and achievement or the school
physical plant and resources. “Teachers want to be in environments where they are going to be
successful with students, where they’re getting help to do that, where they have good colleagues,
where they’re working as a team” (Darling-Hammond, as quoted in Scherer, 2012, p. 23).
Working conditions are especially important for beginning teachers; teachers with poor working
conditions in their first year are more likely to leave their school or to leave the profession
altogether (Dupriez, Delvaux, & Lothaire, 2016).
Attrition is significantly related to working conditions and is higher in low SES, lowperforming, and urban schools (Borman & Dowling, 2008). Working conditions and stress have
been linked to attrition (Hentges, 2012). The impact of student achievement can significantly
increase or reduce stress in the work environment and attrition (Gray et al., 2017). Another
student-related aspect of working conditions is discipline. Teacher turnover rates are lower with
fewer student discipline issues (Ingersoll & May, 2012), while the need to feel success in helping
students grow behaviorally and academically is important to teachers who stay (Ávalos &
Valenzuela, 2016; Bennett et al., 2013). Texas music teachers, a population with high attrition,
cited problems with discipline as an important factor in their decision (Killian & Baker, 2006).
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According to exhaustive quantitative research, other key working conditions to consider when
studying teacher attrition also includes class size, teaching load, availability of materials,
classroom intrusions, and inadequate work time (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).
Still, more researchers cited overload, and according to a phenomenological study by
Bennett, Brown, Kirby-Smith, and Severson (2013), attrition can be related to workplace
conditions, such as feeling overwhelmed by vast amounts of paperwork and documentation in
addition to the need to meet state requirements, attend meetings, and deal with the accountability
stress of standardized testing. The phenomenological approach adds value in the form of a
teacher’s voice from open-ended interviews. Furthermore, in Texas, the high-accountability
climate was considered a negative, high-stress working condition, especially in a longitudinal
study of over 20 years that saw an increase in accountability culture when tests changed (Sass et
al., 2012).
Other working condition factors cited in the longitudinal study of 481,718 Texas teachers
were teaching assignment, guidance in the curriculum implementation, and school variables,
such as high- versus low-performing schools and elementary versus secondary schools (Sass et
al., 2012). Attrition was higher on secondary campuses, possibly due to the higher credentials
needed in that environment leading to greater job opportunities in other industries (Sass et al.,
2012). Having adequate staff may be a mediator to overload (Hughes et al., 2015), as that could
reduce class sizes and paperwork demands. Access to resources and interactions with parents are
workplace factors impacting the potential for teacher attrition (Zhang & Zeller, 2016). While a
good working climate may not by itself be enough to increase teacher retention, negative
working conditions are detrimental to the hopes of keeping high-quality teachers (Yost, 2006).
This again speaks to the idea of attrition as a leadership issue; in addition, it shows that more
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research is needed on how teachers can develop an identity to overcome negative external
factors.
Lack of training. As previously noted, attrition is higher for Texas teachers with an
alternative rather than traditional university teacher preparation (Ramsay, 2018c). Teachers have
indicated in qualitative and quantitative studies on attrition that they felt ill-prepared for the
demands of the job; the shock of reality following teacher preparation programs led to low selfefficacy for many first-year teachers (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016). Some educators have also
shared a feeling of inadequacy regarding teaching students with special needs in inclusive
teaching environments (Gray et al., 2017). How teachers understand their roles and their goals
for their career can be traced back to their preparation program (Tamir, 2010). Teacher
preparation also impacts person-job fit, which is positively associated with teacher retention
(Player, Youngs, Perrone, & Grogan, 2017). Improved training can reduce disappointment
between expectation and reality for first-year teachers (Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014). This
Flemish study by Struyven and Vanthournout largely echoed the literature seen in American
contexts. On the other hand, lack of effective training can lead to a lack of self-efficacy, which
harms teacher identities (Harfitt, 2015) and thereby lowers intrinsic motivation (Gagné & Deci,
2005). While traditional preparation has longitudinally been proven to increase teacher retention,
alternative certification is not going away, leading to a need to improve the programs (Zhang &
Zeller, 2016).
Improving teacher preparation can begin with increasing and improving field experience
(Yost, 2006). Field experience must be connected to coursework and include coaching, mutual
observation, and studies on child development and curriculum (Darling-Hammond, as quoted in
Scherer, 2012). Teachers with content and pedagogy training, especially training on how to help
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diverse populations, are related to higher achievement, as are higher scores on teacher
certification tests (Darling-Hammond, 2003). Incorporating an element of humor that leads to
higher self-efficacy is another consideration for those seeking to improve traditional and
alternative teacher preparation (Evans-Palmer, 2015). Researchers have gone so far as to call for
legislators to support traditional preparation programs with increased funding due to data
showing that attrition is higher for teachers from alternative preparation programs (Podolsky et
al., 2019). In one of the few publications reviewed in which the purpose was to offer
recommendations to mediate attrition, Podolsky, Kini, Bishop, and Darling-Hammond (2017)
cited residencies for potential teachers as young as high school age as an effective preparation
method.
Once teachers are in the profession, development and training can come from mentoring
relationships in addition to traditional learning opportunities. Mentoring and support in the early
years of teaching are crucial (Bennett et al., 2013; Podolsky et al., 2017), especially if it is
connected to opportunities for critical reflection (Yost, 2006). Yost’s qualitative study
incorporated classroom observation and interview data for a comprehensive view of the
importance of reflection, which could speak to identity theory as well. Incorporating reflection
into teacher induction and mentoring can have beneficial results in retention, and reflective,
classroom-focused learning can result in improved instructional strategies, which leads to greater
self-efficacy (Camburn & Seong, 2015). Improved professional development has been linked in
the research to greater retention (Hentges, 2012), as has increased perception of personal growth
from professional development (Hughes et al., 2015). Content or curriculum and classroom
management are specific areas identified as a great need for professional development (Ingersoll
& May, 2012). One promising avenue for improved professional development and retention is
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professional development schools. These collaborative relationships between K-12 schools and
universities have been demonstrated in case studies to increase teacher capacity for innovation,
collaboration, research, and leadership outside traditional roles (Darling-Hammond et al., 1995).
Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. Some researchers have suggested that teachers
would be enticed to stay if they earned tenure after five years’ experience (Struyven &
Vanthournout, 2014). Increased salaries are also put forth by researchers as potential motivators
(Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016). Salary is one of the highest-rated concerns by teachers who are
considering leaving the profession (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Hentges, 2012; Ingersoll & Smith,
2003). Data analyzed from the Texas Education Agency (2018) attempting to correlate salary to
turnover indicated that improved salary does relate to reduced turnover, though this variance
declines with years of experience (Hendricks, 2014). While increased salary is often outside of a
principal’s ability to change, they are encouraged to do so if possible (Hughes et al., 2015), as
doing so can reduce attrition (Borman & Dowling, 2008). Opportunity for advancement to a
better job is another external motivator that may keep teachers in education (Ingersoll & Smith,
2003).
However, motivation research indicates that such external motivators should only be
contingent on the kind of effective performance which only comes from the intrinsic motivation
of an interesting and emotionally rewarding job (Gagné & Deci, 2005). One study connected
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation by quantifying such intangible motivators in relation to the
salary adjustment needed to compensate for them (Gunther, 2019). While salary was the most
important factor cited by teachers as an attrition reason in Gunther’s (2019) study, teaching
assignment and curricular autonomy were consistently in the top five out of 14 factors.
According to the study, teaching assignments could mediate a $12,608 salary adjustment, while
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autonomy could account for an $8,082 discrepancy (Gunther, 2019). The high dollar value
placed on such intangibles proves their importance to teacher retention. The fact that autonomy
and an assignment aligned to one’s preferences and abilities rated so highly also speaks to the
importance of self-efficacy seen in identity theories.
Tickle et al.’s (2011) four dimensions of principal leadership, which are more in line with
the instructional leader than many principals are encouraged to be, in my experience, do not have
anything to do with monetary rewards but rather with vision, encouragement, and collaboration.
A sense of professional autonomy is an internal motivator that has often been linked to teacher
retention (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016). This kind of empowerment for teachers as leaders,
researchers, and innovators is important support (Darling-Hammond et al., 1995). Teacher
involvement in decision-making is another intrinsic motivator for retention (Ingersoll, 2001;
Podolsky et al., 2019). A sense of calling and the enjoyment of watching students grow leads to
longevity in the profession, as shown in interviews (Bennett et al., 2013), as does a sense of
personal validation, demonstrated in drawings and reflection (Dinham et al., 2017). According to
more interview data, characteristics that could lead to necessary self-efficacy and confidence
include “knowing your students, being persevering and patient, showing enthusiasm, having a
positive attitude, and being organized, creative, and personable” (Yost, 2006, p. 67). More data
regarding professionalism and identity could support existing research on the importance of selfefficacy and internal motivation to teacher retention.
Impacts of Teacher Attrition
With the causes of teacher attrition well-understood, one must also understand the impact
of teacher attrition to comprehend the scope of the problem and mobilize toward a solution.
Evidence of a negative impact on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2003), the high
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financial costs of attrition (Tickle et al., 2011), and harm to the public perception of the
profession (Darling-Hammond, as quoted in Scherer, 2012) provides further support for needed
research into teacher attrition and possible remedies.
Student achievement. The most important reason to spur further research into teacher
attrition is its negative impact on student achievement. Teachers are the single most important
factor in a classroom (Darling-Hammond, 2003); a principal could remove all the desks,
technology resources, and textbooks from a classroom, but if a good teacher were in place,
students would still learn. Likewise, the presence of all those resources will do little to overcome
a poorly trained teacher. For this reason, student achievement may benefit from the attrition of
ineffective teachers, so retention policies must be focused on discriminative practices (Boyd et
al., 2008). Students in the same grade level do worse in years with high turnover; math scores are
8% to 10% lower, while language arts scores drop between 5% and 6% (Ronfeldt, Loeb, &
Wyckoff, 2013).
Data showing poorer student achievement due to high turnover makes it clear that teacher
attrition and retention are crucial factors in student achievement. According to Struyven and
Vanthournout (2014), “Attrition is regarded by many as an important determinant in the
ineffectiveness, low performance, or lack of quality in contemporary education” (p. 37), which
shows a direct link between teacher staffing and student achievement. The reduction in staffing
problems would leave more time for support and development and would improve students’
academic performances (Tickle et al., 2011). Since teachers are also more likely to stay in
education if they can leverage support from mentoring and collaboration into increased selfconfidence (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016), it naturally follows that teachers will also improve
through continued growth and development, which will positively impact student achievement.
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The increased resilience would benefit achievement short-term, while retention would have a
long-term positive impact (Soulen & Wine, 2018). Therefore, more research is warranted to find
ways for educational leaders to adopt appropriate strategies.
Cost of attrition. Another reason to prioritize research in improving teacher retention
arises from the high financial cost of attrition. Teacher shortages harm not only student
achievement but also district budgets, as district leaders invest large amounts of resources in
teacher recruitment and development (Tickle et al., 2011). To quantify this, Harfitt (2015)
indicates,
The departure of qualified young teachers from the educational landscape is bound to
bring about huge economic costs to educational authorities with suggestions that more
than US$2 billion in the United States alone is spent on replacing teachers who leave the
profession. (p. 23)
According to Darling-Hammond’s (2003) research in Texas, the annual turnover rate of
15% leads to an estimated $329 million cost per year, which amounts to approximately $8,000
per lost teaching recruit. Nationally, the price of attrition could be as high as $2.1 billion
annually due to the costs of termination, paying for substitutes, additional training for
replacements, and the cost of lost learning (Darling-Hammond, 2003).
This astounding economic cost compounds the issues raised by the harm to student
achievement because those funds could be directed to initiatives that would improve the lives of
students and teachers at school. Investment in programs such as mentoring would not only better
new teachers but also would challenge and further retain veteran teachers, making it beneficial in
the long run (Darling-Hammond, 2003). Seeing vast amounts of money be essentially wasted
when good teachers could stay in classrooms, further validates the need for more research into
improved working conditions for teachers to encourage retention.
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Perception of the profession. A third, though by no means a final reason to continue
research into better work environments for teachers that will reduce attrition is the negative
perception beginning to emerge of the teaching profession. More and more narratives are
emerging in which teachers detail the discrepancy between education today and the ideals they
prized on entering their jobs. “It just wasn’t the same as I expected,” lamented one participant in
Harfitt’s (2015, p. 27) qualitative study. Teacher participants in a mixed-methods attrition study
in Chile also indicated that upon leaving teacher preparation programs, the teachers desired to
test their skills, but they did not feel as though they were given ample opportunity to do so when
discipline issues, extra duties, and paperwork intervened (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016).
Confidence in the profession of teaching is falling due to a well-publicized lack of
training, and a perceived lowering of standards can also drive salaries down and make
recruitment and retention more difficult (Darling-Hammond, as quoted in Scherer, 2012). There
is also a great deal of negative talk regarding teachers and their profession, which compounds
issues that arise because teachers are underprepared and undersupported. According to DarlingHammond (as quoted in Scherer, 2012), such talk leads to what can be called an antiprofession.
Research in this area speaks directly to the need for teachers to perceive in themselves a strong
sense of professional identity.
Teachers have also cited a lack of opportunity for advancement as a reason for leaving
education, indicating a lack of respect for the job, as evidenced by a dearth of promotions or
raises (Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014). The increasing prevalence of such narratives tarnishes
the profession, making it less attractive to recent graduates seeking jobs, let alone current
educators who are struggling with a decision of whether to stay or go. The harm done to the
perception of teachers and their profession, while not as clearly evidenced as student
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achievement and financial costs, is troubling and advances the case for additional research in this
area.
Professionalism
The previously noted concerns about the perception of education as a profession extend
to the concept of teacher professionalism. In the current political climate, preservice teachers
have expressed concern about the future of their profession (Hales, Graves, Durr, & Browne,
2018). More hopefully, the concept of needed intrinsic motivation extends to professionalism
and retention. Researchers have found relationships between the enjoyment of work, an
increased sense of commitment, and an increased sense of professionalism (Martin et al., 2010).
In addition, professionalism is a discipline that can be developed (Hill-Berry, 2016), which gives
it potential as a factor that could be within a mid-level manager’s control as he or she seeks to
improve professionalism and teacher retention in a given context.
Professionalism Constructs
Professionalism may be difficult to define. It has been noted that teachers and other
professionals build their professional self-perception based on experiences and are naturally
highly individualized (Garcia Vargas, González Fernández, & Martín-Cuadrado, 2016; Martin et
al., 2010). According to case study data, educators themselves have an inherently individualistic
view of professionalism in their context, emphasizing the need for professional autonomy and
individual decision-making ability (Bair, 2014), which has been linked to improved student
achievement (Johnston, 2015). The desire for individualism is especially important to note
because teachers view their professional identity construction through top-down decision-making
and other external constraints (Alexandre, 2016). When defining professionalism, teachers are
also encouraged to keep in mind that it is not only the quality of practice but also a mindset
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shared by all members of the profession (Bair, 2014). Individualism is a concept that frequently
appears in research on teacher professionalism and retention, showing a need for more research
on the intersection between the two, particularly in light of self-leadership theory.
Recent developments in the definition of teacher professionalism have favored public
accountability and reduced teacher autonomy. Social and economic pressure have devalued
forms of professionalism, such as activist professionalism, which focuses on teacher
collaboration and passionate engagement toward socially responsible goals (Hilferty, 2008). The
absence of such external constraints and artificial leadership roles can lead to teachers taking on
larger roles as leaders, researchers, innovators, and peer coaches; this shows that expanding the
professional role of the teacher rather than contracting it increases teacher perception of
professionalism (Darling-Hammond et al., 1995).
Additionally, researchers have been able to determine that professionalism is viewed on
interpersonal, individual, and societal-institution levels, which has an impact on its definition and
construction (Burford, Morrow, Rothwell, Carter, & Illing, 2014). Historical and political
contexts also influence teacher perception of professionalism (Hilferty, 2008). Some teachers
view themselves professionally as subject matter, didactic, or pedagogical experts, with very few
taking a balanced view of themselves as one who is an expert in all three areas. This can be
impacted by the teacher’s context, experience, and personal biography (Beijaard, Verloop, &
Vermunt, 2000). This construction is also fluid and can fluctuate based on external factors, such
as changes in life, career, or organizational characteristics and on interactions with the various
structures and stakeholders within an organization and one’s own perception of professionalism
(Day, Kington, Stobart, & Sammons, 2006; Murray, 2014). Much of the research directed
specifically at professionalism for educators was conducted outside the United States, which
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creates a potential shortcoming that must be considered but also provides an opportunity to
research professionalism in American contexts to further knowledge on this topic.
Despite the difficulty of defining professionalism, several characteristics and behaviors of
teachers as professionals have emerged. Collaboration, effective communication, ethical
behavior, innovation, inclusivity, positivity, and the ability to reflect are all characteristics of
teachers who have exhibited resilience in the profession (Mansfield, Beltman, Price, &
McConney, 2012). These characteristics echo research in which teachers rated character most
highly as a professional characteristic, followed by commitment to change and continuous
improvement, subject and pedagogical knowledge, collaboration with peers, and communication
with external stakeholders (Tichenor & Tichenor, 2004). Some research has noted that teacher
professionalism can extend to in-class conversation and behavior, providing timely and effective
feedback, communication and demeanor outside the classroom, teacher-student relationships,
ethics, and morals (Hill-Berry, 2016). Teacher resilience has also been linked to the pursuit of
professional satisfaction and identity (Brunetti, 2006). In addition, Codd (2005) noted that
“fundamental democratic values of collective responsibility, cooperation, social justice, and
trust” (p. 204) are essential to teacher professionalism, advocating a social activist role for
teacher professionals; however, these values have been eroded by a focus on the economic
purposes of public education. Much of the cited research on teacher professionalism is
qualitative. A quantitative or mixed-methods design may be needed to further validate the idea in
the minds of researchers and practitioners. Some researchers seeking to measure professional
identity did so in the following areas: teamwork, communication, conducting assessments,
cultural and ethical awareness, using records, dealing with emergencies, reflection, and teaching
others (Bloom et al., 2017; Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009).
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Overall, the definition of teacher professionalism must be more clearly defined and less
dependent on policy so that it will be less fragmented for teachers to connect to and for the
public to understand the role and function of the teacher (Leaton Gray & Whitty, 2010). A better
definition will also help guide new teachers, develop better evaluation systems, and improve
teaching and student learning (Tichenor & Tichenor, 2004). In this matter, teachers must lead
this discussion and become social and political activists to communicate between stakeholders
and the state (Leaton Gray & Whitty, 2010).
Barriers to Teacher Professionalism
In the same way that attrition has multiple causes, the barriers to developing teacher
professionalism are many and varied. The fluctuating construction of teacher professionalism
noted above (Day et al., 2006; Murray, 2014), serves as one such barrier. It has been noted that
the lack of a clear definition of professionalism can and should be remedied in each individual
organizational context by leaders who create a common understanding and vocabulary among
stakeholders (Burford et al., 2014).
Additionally, preservice teachers on the verge of entering the profession have expressed
concerns in the analysis of their reflective writing about barriers to their professionalism, such as
student misbehavior and aggression, handling diversity in the classroom, feeling personally
prepared and as though one made the right career choice, feeling the weight and responsibility of
providing quality instruction, and maintaining appropriate boundaries (Boyer, 2004). In one of
the few quantitative studies on the topic, researchers demonstrated that tensions between
professional expectations and personal values also challenge teachers as they enter the profession
(Pillen, Den Brok, & Beijaard, 2013). These tensions arose as beginning teachers navigated
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shifting from teacher to student, resolving differences between desired and actual support for
students, and differing perceptions of learning to teach (Pillen et al., 2013).
New teachers experienced identity tensions while struggling with significant others, care
or responsibility-related concerns in the classroom, or various combinations of tensions (Pillen et
al., 2013). Once in the profession, teachers struggle with stress and the negative impact it can
have on professional identity (Day et al., 2006). Such tensions can change over the course of a
teacher’s career based on interests, work styles and values, personality, and organizational
context. The addition of change as a factor adds nuance to the definition of professional identity
and complicates its development (Rus, Raluca Tomşa, Luiza Rebega, & Apostol, 2013). Day et
al. stated,
Teachers in all countries need support for their commitment, energy, and skill over their
careers if they are to grapple with the immense emotional, intellectual, and social
demands and as they work toward building the internal and external relationships
demanded by ongoing government reforms and social movements. (2006, p. 614)
The political climate is another concern for developing teachers regarding their
professionalism. A lack of trust for President Trump and his administration, especially in his
selection of Betsy DeVos as education secretary, has led some teachers to worry about perceived
government support as well as physical and emotional safety, student poverty, adequate time in
which to accomplish work, and funding (Hales et al., 2018). “Daily attacks” on public education
are another aspect of the sociopolitical climate that makes it difficult for teachers to create a
professional identity (Bair, 2014, p. 51), while the rapidly changing developments in public
education require teachers to stay vigilant in keeping up in addition to their other tasks (Beijaard
et al., 2000). Even the push for increased professionalism, when it comes from a political agenda
pushing for greater accountability, can actually have unintended negative consequences, such as
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“the de-professionalisation of education, the withdrawal of teachers’ goodwill in the tasks of
teaching, and the lack of professional and community trust and autonomy for teachers”
(Johnston, 2015, p. 312). Because external factors are difficult to control, it is imperative that
campus leaders have tools to help teachers overcome these influences.
Lack of adequate training emerged as a concern for teacher professionalism as well as
teacher attrition. When interviewing Teach for America participants, Thomas and Mockler
(2018) found that teachers who lacked traditional teacher preparation training were blocked from
forming professional identities by the following factors: prior success that did not prepare them
for failure, limited understanding of what teaching entails, continuing to teach how they were
always taught instead of innovating, teaching from a script, and not having control over their
teaching assignments. While these factors are context-specific, many are applicable in the current
hiring climate of education, which is increasingly populated with teachers from alternative
certification programs (Darling-Hammond, as quoted in Scherer, 2012). Similarly, existing
personal identities of developing teachers are challenged in work with experienced teachers,
making the development of a professional identity difficult, though ultimately attainable as
conflicts are resolved (Anh, 2013). Teachers also struggle to build a professional identity in the
face of the following challenges: desiring to teach but not feeling qualified or recognized as an
expert, being original as well as compliant with required curriculum, feeling an obligation to
improve the profession as a whole as well as the micro organization of one’s school, and desiring
to build a stable career in a constantly changing industry (Leaton Gray & Whitty, 2010). Balance
is key. Hilferty (2008) noted that a key challenge for teachers in achieving high educational aims
in a diverse society is balancing respect for cultural diversity with a common vocabulary and
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purpose. Teachers must adapt within their classrooms to achieve goals of professionalism as well
as global citizenship for themselves and their students (Hilferty, 2008).
Formal education, as much as teacher preparation, impacts the perception of
professionalism (Darling-Hammond, 2017). Teachers are required in nations such as Finland,
Canada, and Singapore to have advanced degrees and extensive training in a content area as well
as pedagogy. In the United States, on the other hand, leaders have questioned the idea that
colleges have an important role in teacher preparation, paving the way for alternative
certification and providing greater incentives for those programs (Darling-Hammond, 2017).
Devaluing traditional university preparation leaves teachers less prepared and causes them to be
viewed as less intelligent and capable than those who enter other professions, thereby devaluing
teaching as a profession (Darling-Hammond, 2017). Including professional standards in teacher
evaluation is not mandated but has been shown to lead to increased professional behavior
(Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein, 2012). Perhaps most notable and
instructive for leaders is the indication that teachers view top-down decision-making and external
constraints as some of the biggest barriers to developing a professional identity (Alexandre,
2016).
Benefits of Teacher Professionalism
Major benefits to teacher professionalism that should be noted by education leaders are
increased self-efficacy and improved student achievement (Bloom et al., 2017; Johnston, 2015).
Inclusion of professional standards on evaluation reports has been shown to lead to more
effective measures of student achievement as well as improved performance for teachers and
students alike (Darling-Hammond et al., 2012). Teachers have expressed a desire to be viewed as
professionals equivalent to doctors or lawyers and welcome increased professionalism and
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accompanying accountability (Johnston, 2015). In fact, “teachers have high standards, ideals, and
expectations for themselves and other teachers” (Tichenor & Tichenor, 2004, p. 94). Intrinsic
motivation, which has been linked in research to increased self-efficacy (Bandura, 2001), is
noted to be important in developing a strong teacher identity (Bloom et al., 2017). Enjoyment of
work can come from a sense of feeling qualified and professional. This, in turn, can lead to
increased motivation and commitment (Martin et al., 2010). Other researchers have also
discovered the link between professional identity, efficacy, and student achievement (Johnston,
2015). Although identity can be positively or negatively affected by classroom experiences and
culture, a strong sense of professional identity leads to a positive sense of effectiveness, which
can maintain motivation, job satisfaction, and commitment to the profession (Day et al., 2006).
Strong professional identity and an increased sense of effectiveness can come from the
teacher leadership developed in professional development schools. In these settings, “teacher
leadership is potentially more than a role; it is a stance, a mindset, a way of being, acting, and
thinking as a learner within a community of learners, and as a professional teacher” (DarlingHammond et al., 1995, p. 95), which can lead to improved student outcomes. Field experience
can also foster this increased sense of self-efficacy and reflective skills for a professional identity
(Garcia Vargas et al., 2016). Darling-Hammond (2017) stressed the importance of nations having
a strong professional ideal for teaching, treating teaching as an important profession, and
deliberately celebrating teachers to improve professionalism and student outcomes. According to
Monk and Phillipson (2017), teachers perceive professionalism to be a hope for their future,
which emphasizes its benefits and potential importance to teacher retention.
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Professionalism as a Discipline
The good news for leaders seeking to reap the benefits of teacher professionalism, such
as increased motivation and self-efficacy (Martin et al., 2010), is that professionalism is not
inherent but can be fostered and developed (Hill-Berry, 2016). Recommendations for such
development include giving teachers greater freedom in instructional decision-making to
improve their self-perception as professionals (Alexandre, 2016) and giving direct instruction on
troubling areas to improve professionalism and retention (Boyer, 2004). Preservice instruction
could include role modeling, training, defining behaviors, giving feedback and time for
reflection, sharing experiences, and establishing context (Al-Eraky, 2015).
Teacher training can and should be optimized for the development of a professional
identity. Professional development schools, or collaborations between university teacher
preparation programs and K-12 schools, have led to increased professionalism through the
encouragement of teacher leadership (Darling-Hammond et al., 1995). Teacher leadership
emphasizes that learning and leading are important aspects of professionalism, and this
understanding leads to a more professional conception of teacher professionalism for all
stakeholders and an expanded professional role that bolsters teachers (Darling-Hammond et al.,
1995). Researchers have noted that training, which is relevant and applicable for educators, helps
lead them to a greater sense of feeling qualified, which in turn leads to a strengthened sense of
professionalism (Martin et al., 2010). School leaders are also encouraged to capitalize on the
relational nature of teaching and to give positive reinforcement (Dinham et al., 2017; Murray,
2014) as well as clarifying expectations, giving teachers the opportunity to reconcile personal
and professional identities, and focusing on ethics and community responsibility (Bair, 2014).
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The recommendations for leaders to increase professionalism align with those given for
improved retention, which shows the potential for a positive link between the two concepts.
Mentoring is a crucial aspect of professional identity development. “Role models and
mentors are instrumental in the development of professional identity across multiple disciplines”
(Bloom et al., 2017, p. 89). According to Walkington’s qualitative research (2005), mentoring
relationships for beginning teachers have a significant impact on teacher professional identity
and perception of teacher roles. “Mentoring, rather than supervision, by the experienced teacher
promotes a collegial relationship that fosters each individual preservice teacher to develop his or
her own identity as a professional teacher” (Walkington, 2005, p. 63), and teachers must be
given opportunities to make judgments and engage in research activities in addition to traditional
teaching tasks. Field experience creates a stronger sense of professional identity as studentteacher identities are challenged by working with an experienced professional, and learning
occurs as student teachers resolve those conflicts in collaboration with their mentor. The
experience was observed in observations, interviews, and artifacts, creating a wide picture of the
process needed for leaders to replicate it (Anh, 2013). Beneficial to the conflict resolution
process is sharing a purpose, which can include a sense of community and sharing experiences,
tasks, and objectives (Anh, 2013).
Collaboration among peers is essential in addition to mentor/mentee relationships for
beginning professionals. Professional socialization includes the acquisition of the expectations,
skills, behaviors, and performance demands of a profession (Bloom et al., 2017). Building a
professional community can also mean sharing the same dream, making professional
connections, and learning how to dress, speak, and behave appropriately for one’s profession
(O’Brien & Bates, 2015). Finally, reflection has been identified as an important part of
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professional identity development (Pillen et al., 2013). Reflection can be done through authentic
learning experiences with experienced educators, online discussion and journaling (Sutherland &
Markauskaite, 2012) or in a safe place with a mentor (Walkington, 2005). Professional identity is
self-reported and highly individualized, but the fact that it can be developed encourages the
effective utilization of mentors and peers.
Chapter Summary
Teacher attrition is a problem that is gaining attention in the literature due to factors such
as negative school climate (Gray et al., 2017) and a decline in professional standards with the
rise of alternative certification (Darling-Hammond, 2017). The purpose of this study was to
explore the possibility of a solution to campus attrition in the form of professional identity
development. Self-leadership theory serves as the framework for the study. Elements of selfleadership theory (Neck & Houghton, 2006) supported by social cognitive theory (Bandura,
2001) and self-determination theory (Deci et al., 2017) show that employees need to feel
autonomous in addition to a sense of empowerment and self-efficacy to generate intrinsic
motivation.
Increased feelings of self-efficacy and autonomy have been shown in attrition literature to
be important for teacher retention (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016; Gunther, 2019). Such mediation
to the problem of attrition is essential for avoiding the consequences of attrition, such as the high
financial cost (Harfitt, 2015; Tickle et al., 2011), poor perceptions of the teaching profession
(Darling-Hammond, as quoted in Scherer, 2012), and negative school climates (Ávalos &
Valenzuela, 2016). In a place with high military attrition, it is especially important for campus
leaders to have a way to prevent attrition wherever possible.
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The idea of a professional identity as a potential mediator for teacher attrition is born out
of self-leadership theory and related subconstructs, such as autonomy, grit and resilience,
vocation and calling, meaning and engagement for employees, and the importance of collective
values. These characteristics align with many teachers’ notions of professionalism (Bair, 2014),
and it has been noted in the literature that professionalism can be developed (Al-Eraky, 2015;
Hill-Berry, 2016), especially by a strong leader. All of this, taken together, warrants further
research into the idea of teacher professionalism as a potential mediator of teacher attrition.
Chapter 3 will detail the research methods used to explore this problem.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
The need for research into teacher attrition and retention is clear; teacher attrition in
Texas is on the rise from 10% and causes significant problems for Texas teachers, leaders, and
students (Hendricks, 2014; Killian & Baker, 2006; Sass et al., 2012). The study aimed to
determine through qualitative interview data analysis and examination of the phenomenon of
teacher professional identity development whether developing strong professional identities for
teachers will positively impact teachers’ intent to keep working on a given campus. Particular
attention was paid in analysis to the narration of identity development experiences, the
professional qualities and characteristics identified, and how teachers perceived the influence of
leaders on identity development. With this goal in mind, this study used a phenomenological
design with focus group interviews to explore a solution in the form of a strong professional
identity for the problem of attrition on a Texas campus. The overarching research question for
the study was: How do educators perceive the importance of a strong professional identity to
intent to stay in the profession? The three research subquestions for the study were the following:
1)

How do educators describe the development of their professional and personal
identities?

2)

According to educators, what qualities or behaviors characterize a strong
professional identity?

3)

How do educators perceive the influence of leaders on their professional identity
development?

This chapter details the methodology used to explore the potential of professional identity
to mediate the problem of teacher attrition in a given context. A general overview of and
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justification for the research design is followed by the details of the population, sampling, data
collection instruments, data analysis tools, and the establishment of researcher credibility.
Research Design
Qualitative researchers focus on communication and descriptions of social phenomena
(Mayer, 2015). If leaders are meant to foster self-efficacy and high performance that will
translate into retention through support and collaboration (DuFour, 2015; Tickle et al., 2011),
communication analysis through interviews (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) will effectively paint a
portrait of effective, motivated, professional teachers. Qualitative data analysis, which uses
induction to identify themes and patterns in data (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), is also well-suited to
the nuances that may arise from a study of professionalism. Hearing personal descriptions of
self-perceived professionalism and professional development by stakeholders from experienced
teachers could establish a pattern that could prove useful for leaders seeking to mediate attrition
on individual campuses. Finally, the narrow focus of the context to one organization and the
desire to create change aligns well with the qualitative action research design outlined by Herr
and Anderson (2015) in descriptions of participant action research and social justice initiatives as
well as to phenomenology, which focuses on context and its impact on lived experience
(Henriques, 2014) and encourages researchers to have a personal connection to the phenomenon
being studied (Moustakas, 1994).
For this research, I elected to use focus group interviews in a phenomenological design to
explore the connection between teacher retention and a professional identity. Specifically,
interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used because of its emphasis on getting
participants to share personal, detailed reflections on their experiences with the phenomenon in
question (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). In this case, the phenomenon being studied is the
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development of a professional identity as well as the teachers’ perceptions of its impact on
retention. The participants have the shared experience of teaching and the knowledge of how
professional identity affects teacher attrition. This design is appropriate because of the inherently
relational nature of qualitative methodology (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) and the desire to examine
participants’ experiences as they work to create and connect personal and professional identities.
Phenomenology is flexible and oriented around participants, encouraging them to tell stories
about their experiences to learn more about themselves or larger concepts (Alase, 2017). The
emphasis on narrative and relationships (Alase, 2017) aligns well with self-leadership theory,
which views self-leadership and identity creation as an evolving process (Neck & Houghton,
2006). Self-leadership relies heavily on reflection (Neck & Houghton, 2006), which is also an
important component of a phenomenological study (Alase, 2017). Phenomenology also examines
how participants construct the self through interaction and perception with the outside world
(Henriques, 2014; Moustakas, 1994); this aligns well with the self-development evident in selfleadership and related identity theories (Neck & Houghton, 2006). Finally, phenomenology is
appropriate because it seeks to derive meaning from perception and make subjective things
objective, examining an abstract concept from multiple angles and seeking to answer questions,
which will guide further inquiry (Moustakas, 1994). Such an approach is an excellent way to
bring some clarity and inspire further research into the somewhat abstract and emergent topic of
a professional identity.
Prior to focus group interviews, I administered two surveys to the study population that
provided context and helped me to develop the interview questions in addition to adding a source
of triangulation with the interview data. These surveys informed me about the intent to stay and
the self-perception of a professional identity of the entire context. This knowledge helped me to
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get a preliminary system-wide view, know the depth of the questions that needed to be asked,
and added additional questions to help gain greater clarity.
Survey participants took the Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire (PSIQ) as well as
the Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS). Survey items measuring intent to stay in the profession and
self-perception of a professional identity were of a subjective, self-reported nature and were
chosen to allow me to capture one moment in time. While a longitudinal study may provide more
insight into the effects any changes in the attitudes may have (Leavy, 2017), the aim of this study
was to provide preliminary evidence of a connection between professional identity and retention.
Using preexisting surveys decreased issues associated with validity and transparency concerns as
well as ensuring that the surveys would be as user-friendly and targeted to answer the research
questions. After the surveys were administered online, the results provided a preliminary insight
into whether teachers found their professional identities were important in motivating them to
stay in teaching. Survey results also guided the development of focus group interview makeup
and questions. A draft of the interview questions was developed based on the research questions
as well as the theoretical framework and methodology; however, survey data allowed me to have
an idea of participant views before the interviews and assisted me in making questions targeted
and appropriate for the participants.
Focus group interviews are those administered to a small group of participants rather than
individuals (Stewart, Shamdasani, & Rook, 2011). Because people create an experience in
community with each other (Henriques, 2014) and by telling stories (Alase, 2017), focus groups
are particularly appropriate for this phenomenological study. Focus groups were created
randomly, although participant demographics, such as varying years of experience, age, gender,
ethnicity, etc. were reported (Stewart et al., 2011). Although focus groups are considered

47
appropriate because of the collaborative nature of teaching (DuFour, 2015) and the fact that
identity can be developed by reflecting on interactions with others (Day et al., 2006), participants
were given the option of an individual interview if it increased their comfort level or allowed
them to reflect on a deeper level without the influence of other participants. Because some
research has shown factors such as experience (Hendricks, 2014) and age (Sass et al., 2012)
impact attrition, considering such factors in data analysis may provide additional insight for
future research into teacher attrition and professional identity on the campus. Interview questions
for the focus groups were also based on survey results, and evidence that professionalism can
predict intent to stay or a lack of such evidence produced different interview questions to find
more detailed reasoning behind such results. Once the interview protocol was finalized and focus
groups were conducted, the qualitative data gathered was analyzed to determine what can be
added to the body of knowledge on the topic (Moustakas, 1994).
Population
The population for the study came from the 43-member faculty of a single middle school
in a large Central Texas district. The district serves 44,000 students at its 32 elementary schools,
10 middle schools, and six high school campuses in the area. Proximity to a large military
installation makes the population unique in that students and staff are highly mobile and
extremely diverse. North Canyon Middle School (NCMS) is one of two middle schools in one of
the district’s three communities. Until recently, NCMS was the only middle school in the town
and had a relatively small percentage of low socioeconomic status (SES) students. However, the
increased population and greater population diversity created a need for another middle school in
the higher SES neighborhood and greatly diversified the student population, creating behavioral
and instructional challenges that campus leadership has yet been able to overcome. Teacher
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attrition from this school to other schools illustrates a need for leadership strategies to mediate
attrition on this campus, leading to the narrowing of the study context to NCMS only.
North Canyon Middle School has aligned its vision and mission with that of the district
as a whole. The mission is to “teach so all students can learn to their maximum potential,” and
the vision is to see “every student from every family safe, connected, and receiving the best
education possible to prepare for living productively in the 21st century.” The 2017–2018
accountability ratings show that NCMS met standards on all indices, which include student
achievement, student progress, closing performance gaps, and postsecondary readiness (Texas
Education Agency, 2018). Despite this achievement, teachers beginning the 2018–2019 school
year were challenged to analyze student achievement data carefully, as the growth measure
indicated by the State of Texas Academic Readiness, or STAAR, scores show that large numbers
of students are failing to make a year’s worth of progress over the course of the school year
(Texas Education Agency, 2018). In seeking to remedy the slow progress, teachers are
encouraged to implement district initiatives such as rigorous, differentiated instruction based on
Webb’s Depth of Knowledge (DOK), AVID strategies, John Hattie’s research-based Power Zone
strategies, Fisher and Frey’s Gradual Release of Responsibility model, cross-curricular planning,
and metacognitive self-assessment strategies.
Such accountability and documentation pressure (Bennett et al., 2013) combined with a
high staff mobility because of military affiliation and documented attrition factors, such as the
challenges of teaching special populations (Gray et al., 2017) and a low SES population (Borman
& Dowling, 2008) along with student discipline issues (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016; Bennett et
al., 2013; Ingersoll & May, 2012), makes NCMS teachers a uniquely appropriate population for
a study of teacher attrition and a potential remedy in professionalism. While attrition reasons
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remain consistent with research, making this population reflective of the entire profession (Alase,
2017), the problems of attrition are heightened by the context’s position in relation to the military
base, which also makes the remaining teachers increasingly mindful of the need for and reasons
behind retention. The campus’ 43 teachers were asked to participate in the study. With the
understanding of informed consent and voluntary participation in place, the teachers then served
as a pool from which some volunteered to take the surveys and participate in focus groups.
Sample Population
In phenomenology, participant selection is guided by the understanding that the self is
constructed through interactions between internal perceptions and the outside world, so the
impact of context is critical to consider (Henriques, 2014). Ideally, participants should have
similar experiences to share and should be able to create reciprocal understanding through
sharing ideas, such as in a focus group setting (Moustakas, 1994). For these reasons, sampling in
this study was heavily influenced by the context-specific nature of the research design.
Sampling. All 43 NCMS teachers were given an invitation to participate in the study as
an initial population. This group of teachers was chosen from the larger population of educators
out of a desire to affect change in the context, which is consistent with action research
methodology (Herr & Anderson, 2015). For participants to volunteer, they were contacted via
their school email addresses with an overview of the study and informed consent information
(see Appendix A). All teachers could participate in the surveys, and the option to volunteer for
interviews was given at the end of the surveys.
My goal was to recruit nine teachers out of the initial group to create three focus groups
of three teachers each. This goal was attained, and I used reminder emails (see Appendix B) to
achieve this goal. In focus groups interviews, I encouraged teachers to reflect on professionalism
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as a construct and how they have or have not seen it in their careers as well as on their future
career plans in the hopes of determining whether that perceived professionalism had an impact
on intent to stay in education (Herr & Anderson, 2015).
The study involved 27 teachers who took the quantitative surveys, nine of whom
volunteered for focus group interviews that formed three focus groups of three teachers each.
This number of participants was ideal for generating conversation while allowing the opportunity
for everyone to speak (Stewart et al., 2011). Three focus groups provided three interview
transcripts, which created the potential for triangulation of participants (Saldaña & Omasta,
2018), allowed for the necessary variety to ensure validity, and created the opportunity for
pattern establishment while helping me to balance saturation concerns (Anderson, 2017). When
interview participants volunteered, I made the groups random based on participant availability,
but I also looked carefully at demographics such as age, gender, years of teaching experience,
and ethnicity due to the need for triangulation (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).
Qualitative and Quantitative Instruments
All research questions were addressed by qualitative interview data gathered in focus
group interviews. Survey instruments were used to provide preliminary data and guide focus
group questions. The surveys were validated through research and prior implementation
(Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009; Spector, 1985; Tsounis & Sarafis, 2018) and were
found to be appropriate for this study based on the research design and questions.
Survey instruments. To measure job satisfaction and professional identity development,
I employed two preexisting surveys, the 36-item Job Satisfaction Survey, or JSS (Spector, 1985),
and the nine-item Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire, also known as the PSIQ (Crossley &
Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009). The JSS was originally developed for social service employees
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and was statistically validated through factor and multi-trait analyses as well as subscale
intercorrelations and found to be reliable because of its consistency of results against existing
literature (Spector, 1985). The JSS has since been translated, used in multiple contexts and
countries, and been found to predict employee turnover (Tsounis & Sarafis, 2018), making it a
valid, reliable fit for a study on teacher retention. The survey measures nine aspects of job
satisfaction on a Likert-type scale: “pay, promotion, supervision, fringe benefits, contingent
rewards, operating procedures, coworkers, nature of work, and communication,” to reflect total
satisfaction (Tsounis & Sarafis, 2018, p. 4). For example, participants can respond “1 = disagree
very much, 2 = disagree moderately, 3 = disagree slightly, 4 = agree slightly, 5 = agree
moderately, [or] 6 = agree very much” to items such as, “I feel I am being paid a fair amount for
the work I do” and “Communications seem good within this organization” (Spector, 1985, pp.
17–19). Each aspect of the JSS aligns with the various causes for attrition detailed in the
literature review, such as salary, working conditions, and leadership.
The PSIQ analyzes one’s perception of him or herself as a member of a given profession
by simply asking participants to rate themselves on a seven-point Likert scale on the following
nine items: teamwork, communication, assessment, cultural awareness, ethical awareness, using
records ethically, handling emergencies, reflection, and teaching (Crossley & VivekanandaSchmidt, 2009). It was developed and validated as a tool to measure self-identification as a
professional for student preprofessionals in health and social care (Crossley & VivekanandaSchmidt, 2009). The measure was field-tested with student doctors and found to be internally
statistically reliable (Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009). Transparency regarding item
development increases content validity; evidence of validity also comes from the increase in
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professional self-identity relative to student experience in preparation programs (Crossley &
Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009).
Qualitative instruments. Connecting the research design to a research purpose and
questions is essential due to phenomenology’s roots in questions that will generate meaning and
further inquiry (Moustakas, 1994). For this study, the qualitative focus group and interview
instrument was finalized after the analysis of the survey data with the research questions guiding
the process. Focus group interviews were chosen due to the desire to focus on what is important
to teachers regarding professionalism (Stewart et al., 2011) and to allow context and community
to sharpen participant responses (Henriques, 2014). The focus group format was also desirable
for its ability to utilize the group structure to generate genuine discussion, which will provide
greater illumination of teachers’ perceptions of professionalism and its importance in response to
the research questions (Alase, 2017; Stewart et al., 2011). Individual interviews were offered as
well for participant comfort and the depth of discussion necessary for phenomenology
(Moustakas, 1994), although no participants selected this option.
Interview protocol. According to Saldaña and Omasta (2018), an interview protocol is
much more than a set of questions. The authors stated that while purposeful questioning is
important, “[the interview protocol] document guides interviewers . . . through all states of their
interaction with the participant from the moment they meet until they part” (Saldaña & Omasta,
2018, p. 103). All interview questions were guided by the larger research questions outlined for
the study (Stewart et al., 2011) as well as by the results of survey analysis (see Appendices C and
D for the preliminary and final drafts).
The interview questions were initially developed with the research question in mind, then
elaborated on with elements from the theoretical framework of identity theories and the
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phenomenological methodology’s emphasis on narrative and reflection as well as the influence
of quantitative data. The literature on attrition and professional development also informed the
drafted questions (see Appendix C), particularly as leadership has been shown in the literature to
have an impact on retention and professional identity development. The final questions,
developed after adjustments from the survey analysis, were published as an appendix (see
Appendix D) to maintain the transparency necessary to validate the qualitative research
(Anderson, 2017). Interview questions were field-tested with participants from another campus;
this kind of pretesting ensured that the wording of the questions was readily understood and also
prevented potential issues such as fatigue from too many questions or confusion from a lack of
structure or adequate specificity (Stewart et al., 2011). While this kind of structure is important
for preparation, the nature of a focus group is such that it allows for conversation to flow
naturally from participants (Stewart et al., 2011), which is appropriate for this research because
of the subjective nature of the concept of professional identity and the phenomenological
emphasis on participants and their sense-making abilities (Alase, 2017). As the facilitator, it was
important for me to be mindful of balancing structure and flow in order to get the information I
needed (Stewart et al., 2011). Phenomenological research design acknowledges the role of the
researcher as part of the process but does emphasize the need for self-awareness and the need to
avoid bringing preconceived notions to the research (Henriques, 2014).
Data Collection and Analysis
Although quantitative survey data were collected to develop the interview protocol, the
main focus of data collection was the narratives and rich discussion elicited in focus group
interviews (Stewart et al., 2011). Phenomenological data analysis was used because it
encourages the analysis of qualitative data for themes, which can address the research questions
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(Alase, 2017). These themes and teacher narratives of identity development will elaborate on the
larger picture of professional identity and its impact on potential retention. They may also
generate further questions for continued research and inquiry into the topic (Moustakas, 1994).
Phenomenology’s focus on the narrative and reflection aligns with self-leadership theory (Neck
& Houghton, 2006), which framed the study and will be used here to inform the analysis process.
Data collection. For a phenomenological study as with any research study, it is important
to ensure that data collection is aligned with the research purpose and chosen methodology.
Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) is used to guide data collection and analysis due to
the unique need to “elicit rich, detailed, and first-person accounts of experiences and phenomena
under investigation” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p. 10). Focus group and individual interviews
were conducted in a semi-structured format to answer the prepared research question with the
flexibility to engage in deep dialogue (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). An interview plan was
created in advance. This plan served as a guide to facilitate a natural flow of conversation and
included key questions that were conceived through the research questions and the theoretical
framework.
The initial study population was given the opportunity to take the JSS and the PSIQ via
Google Forms, being assured in the email that both surveys would not take more than an hour to
complete and were likely able to be completed in less time. Survey participants were given the
option to volunteer for a focus group or individual interviews upon completion of the survey.
Once survey data were compiled, I used it to formulate questions for the interviews. Candidates
were contacted via phone and email and organized into focus groups to create an environment in
which participants could feel comfortable but also get new ideas from others with different
viewpoints (Stewart et al., 2011). Subjects were organized into three focus groups of three
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individuals; two met in the public library, which is a neutral, convenient gathering site near
campus that better facilitated open dialogue than an office or single teacher’s classroom (Stewart
et al., 2011). A third group met in a participant’s home to meet her need for convenience as well
as the need for a neutral site accessible to all participants in that group. Participants were
prepared in advance of volunteering that the focus group interviews might take up to two hours.
Groups were also given the interview protocol in advance of interviews to allow participants to
reflect and prepare responses. Snacks were made available as a mild incentive and to create a
welcoming environment for the focus group (Stewart et al., 2011). As the facilitator, I began the
session by reminding participants of the assurance of confidentiality and encouraging them to
introduce themselves to the group in case they were unfamiliar with each other (Stewart et al.,
2011). I also used the beginning of the session to introduce myself as a leader at another district
campus, reassuring participants that my position would have no impact on their responses. I also
familiarized participants with the purpose of the study, the problem being addressed, and a brief
overview of existing literature to give them context and deepen their thinking.
Before interviews, participants were provided with informed consent forms, and the
purpose of the study was explained. Participants were allowed to ask questions. Due to the nature
of my leadership position in the study’s school district, research positionality was addressed. I
stressed to interviewees the voluntary nature of their participation. Although teachers
volunteered for the interviews, participants were given one more opportunity to remove
themselves from the study or withdraw to an individual interview if they felt uncomfortable
speaking with a former supervisor about these topics.
During the interview, I moved between a directive and nondirective style, posing
prepared questions and then allowing the group or individual to talk freely, probing as needed
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based on the need for more information. It was important for me to watch body language and
facial expressions to determine whether greater probing was appropriate (Stewart et al., 2011).
While the topic is not overly sensitive, it does involve personal perceptions, and I was vigilant in
ensuring that interviewees did not make light of the topic or otherwise make other participants
uncomfortable (Stewart et al., 2011). Focus group discussions and interviews were recorded and
transcribed using Temi.com software for accuracy and ease of analysis. After transcripts were
available, I used member checking; two members from each focus group were invited to review
the transcript for accuracy and clarity. Aside from a few minor clerical errors, such as the
correction of the name of a teacher preparation program, all feedback indicated that the
interviews accurately represented the participant’s thoughts and feelings on the subject.
Data analysis. Data were analyzed using IPA methods. Smith, Flowers, and Larkin
(2009) stressed that analyzing through this method is a commitment to exploring, describing,
interpreting, and situating the means by which the study participants make sense of their
experiences. While a uniquely complex process, IPA allows for greater depth of knowledge as
the researcher steps into the participant’s shoes to understand their experiences on a deeper level
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Researchers viewing data from a psychological perspective can
also apply existing theories to generate further knowledge (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). In this
study, self-leadership and related identity theories were applied to focus group interviews.
Application of IPA to the data gathered in this study created a balance between insider and
outsider perspectives and an opportunity for a wide, comprehensive view of the subject
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).
Once qualitative data were gathered, it was analyzed using IPA. This method is
appropriate because of its emphasis on immersion in participant thoughts and feelings along with
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the application of relevant theory (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014), both of which will help identify
important themes on a topic as potentially subjective as professionalism (Moustakas, 1994) and
with a data collection method as open-ended and reliant on narrative and relationship as
phenomenology (Alase, 2017). The IPA methods strongly suggest the following steps: reading
and re-reading the first transcripts, initial noting, develop emergent themes, searching for
connections across themes, moving to the next case, and looking for patterns across cases
(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). The steps below detail the analysis process, which included
IPA strategies and were followed in my qualitative analysis.
Step 1: Reading and re-reading the first transcript. Focus group and individual
interviews were audio recorded. Following the recording, each interview was transcribed by the
Temi.com transcription service to facilitate accuracy, multiple readings of interviews, and
analysis. Prior to coding data, I first immersed myself in the transcripts and audio recordings by
listening to the recordings multiple times and reading transcripts multiple times.
Step 2: Initial noting. I took notes in the margins of the transcripts regarding content and
reflection; I also highlighted phrases and responses that stood out as particularly striking or
relevant (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).
Step 3: Developing emergent themes. The next step was to review my notes to find
themes emerging from the data (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). This process usually involves lineby-line coding, where each sentence from the transcript is given a short summary or theme—
essentially a unique code for every line focusing on the phenomena being discussed (Larkin,
Watts, & Clifton, 2006). A priori codes of identity, identity development, professionalism,
autonomy, motivation, grit, calling, and self-efficacy allowed me to organize the data related to
these ideas before I searched for any other themes. These codes were chosen based on their
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grounding in the theoretical framework. In keeping with the hermeneutic circle characteristic of
IPA, looking for a priori and then emerging themes allowed me to move fluidly between the
perspective of the individual participant and the bigger-picture view of the issue (Pietkiewicz &
Smith, 2014). This coding procedure gave insight not only into individual perceptions but also to
the climate of the organization as a whole and its impact on professionalism and retention.
Step 4: Searching for connections across emergent themes. The next step in IPA
required me to look for relationships between my themes and create an organizational structure
of themes and subthemes, dropping any themes that did not fit the emerging organizational
pattern (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). The most effective theme labels are usually those that
clearly evoke the content of the material within them and the meanings that are attached to that
content by the participants (Larkin & Thompson, 2012, p. 11).
Step 5: Moving to the next case. The above process was conducted on the remaining
transcripts.
Step 6: Looking for patterns across cases. This process involved the formation of new
themes that reflected higher order concepts and a reconfiguring of some themes, as encouraged
by Smith et al. (2009). Doing this takes considerable time, reflection, and discussion before
settling on a solution that best represents the patterns of meaning in a data set and accommodates
the convergence and divergence within it (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). Excerpts were arranged
and rearranged until their relationships with one another were adequately expressed by way of a
visible structure. This final step allowed the data to point to the overall conclusions for the study.
Establishing Trustworthiness
An important component of assessing the quality of phenomenological research is
ensuring trustworthiness (Alase, 2017). To that end, I addressed validity, transferability,
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dependability, confirmability, and positionality as they relate to my research. Ensuring research
quality through addressing such measures will also improve the quality of and the extent to
which my conclusions can be trusted and generalized to other contexts (Alase, 2017).
Validity. In addition to transparency regarding sample selection, interview protocol, and
survey items, the theoretical framework for the study, including social cognitive theory and ideas
regarding self-leadership (Anderson, 2017; Mayer, 2015; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018) helps
establish the validity of the research. A priori codes were selected from key words and phrases
identified in the theoretical framework. This identification provided a clear connection between
the theory, research, and practice. Supporting the research with the theoretical framework and
research-based survey and interview practices is crucial because it gives the reader context for
the research and increases transparency and validity (Anderson, 2017). The impact of theory on
action research cannot be overstated, as I bring established and implicit theories to bear on work
and research in my context (Zambo, 2014).
Member checking ensures the validity of qualitative data. I paraphrased and summarized
what I heard to seek confirmation from interviewees during focus groups, and two members of
each focus group were invited to review transcript data prior to coding to ensure that it accurately
represented the conversations that were held.
Triangulation is also a strategy to ensure validity as well as securing rich, robust data.
Creswell (2014) states, “If themes are established based on converging sources of data or
perspectives from participants, then this process can be claimed as adding to the validity of the
study” (Creswell, 2014, p. 201). Triangulation can be found in the use of multiple focus groups
at multiple times and settings and using surveys.
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Transferability. Transferability refers to the ability of the study results to be transferred
from one context to another (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Transferability increases the perceived
validity of the study results and increases the trustworthiness of the research. Transparency
regarding the uniqueness of the study context, specifically its demographics, high attrition due to
military affiliation, and staff organizational concerns that arose in interviews, allows potential
researchers to compare their context to that which is being studied and determine whether the
results will transfer. I considered the potential impact of such characteristics in the data analysis
phase and results reporting.
Dependability. Dependability ensures that the study can be replicated in another context.
Transparency regarding the methods of survey dissemination, focus group recruitment and
participation, and data analysis ensures that the study could be replicated and validated by other
researchers.
Confirmability. The theoretical underpinnings of self-leadership theory in combination
with research on teacher professional identity, attrition, and retention led to an assumption on my
part that a link would be found between a strong self-perception of oneself as a professional and
an intent to stay in teaching. While research-validated surveys and the broader picture painted by
a phenomenological design can help ensure the validity of data through triangulation (Alase,
2017), it was important for me to keep my assumption in mind and analyze the data for actual
rather than desired outcomes (Henriques, 2014).
Researcher positionality. As a former leader in the context being studied, it was
incumbent to disclose positionality, especially during the data collection process. This was
important because the reader can consider the potential for power dynamics when collecting data
and reading results (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). Stressing the voluntary nature of the study and
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emphasizing participants’ opportunity to opt out as part of informed consent helped. The
phenomenological emphasis on researcher connection to the topic also supports the role of a
community member as researcher (Henriques, 2014; Moustakas, 1994). Member checking also
communicated the importance of participants’ thoughts and opinions, indicating a power shift
away from me that put interviewees more at ease.
Ethical Considerations
Data were collected in strict accordance with the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
regulations, and the study did not proceed without IRB approval (see Appendix E). Because I
used human subjects, I obtained permission from district leaders to conduct the research. The
survey was sent from an outside email to reduce the possibility that potential participants would
feel pressured to respond based on my status as a former leader in the organization. I also
obtained informed consent from each participant by including information regarding the purpose
of the study and informed consent guidelines for participants to consent to as a function of the
electronic survey before the administration of the JSS and PSIQ. Although the study posed
minimal risk to participants, questions could be considered sensitive as emotions can be
heightened regarding career decisions and self-perceptions of identity. For this reason, survey
participation will remain confidential. Participants only identified themselves to me if they chose
to participate in a focus group. These participants were given confidentiality through
identification only as numbered participants in the transcription of the focus group data.
Electronic data was stored in secured, locked files in my computer. Paper files were kept locked
in a filing cabinet at my home. Once the study was completed, the documents were given to a
faculty member at Abilene Christian University to store securely for three years. Secure storage
practices satisfy the respect for person requirement of the Belmont Report, and the fact that all
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staff members in the population, regardless of racial, ethnic, gender, or other demographic
characteristics, are invited to participate ensures justice. The potential benefits of the research
weighed against the minimal risk, ensures beneficence.
Assumptions
It was assumed that participant responses accurately reflected the feelings, thoughts, and
opinions of the participants. It was also assumed that the volunteer-only aspect of focus group
recruitment would lead to a more representative group because teachers were specifically
targeted for interviews. Finally, it was assumed that the survey data reflected teacher perceptions
of professionalism and retention despite using the surveys in a new environment and the
exclusion of attrition factors removed from job satisfaction, such as military relocation or a
desire to resign and raise a family. Demographic information was collected on each focus group
participant and disclosed so that the readers and I could consider the demographic impact on
participant responses.
Limitations
A potential limitation of this research design was the status of the researcher as a former
leader in the context being studied. It was important to note the potential for participants to feel
obligated or pressured to participate or respond in a certain way. An external factor that was
considered as having the potential to impact the study was the need to implement the study while
teachers were on contract to work; while this made teachers more readily available, it also
created a situation in which teachers were busy and less likely to participate or give the survey
their full attention.
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Delimitations
The study was limited to a single campus and its current faculty, creating a snapshot of
this moment in time for the school. This study was also limited in its attempt to find a link
between teacher professionalism and retention. While other attrition and retention factors such as
administrative support, student discipline, special populations, and accountability may arise in
focus group discussion, data analysis will focus on the research questions only.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this research was to show through investigation of teachers’ lived
experiences and reflection on their professional identity development, whether having a strong
professional identity positively influenced teachers’ intent to stay in the profession. A review of
existing literature shows the need to find a mediating factor for the problem of teacher attrition
(Darling-Hammond, 2003) and provides tentative evidence that a strong sense of professional
identity could be that factor (Bair, 2014). A phenomenological design provides greater insight
into teacher perceptions of professional identity with the qualitative data from focus group
discussion and individual interviews. Findings are discussed, along with conclusions and
recommendations.
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Chapter 4: Findings
This chapter contains the results of the interpretive phenomenological analysis of both
survey and interview data. Data are presented in light of the need to answer the overarching
research question: How do educators perceive the importance of a strong professional identity to
intent to stay in the profession? The three research subquestions for the study were the following:
1)

How do educators describe the development of their professional and personal
identities?

2)

According to educators, what qualities or behaviors characterize a strong
professional identity?

3)

How do educators perceive the influence of leaders on their professional identity
development?

An overall summary of the survey results will be presented first with some deeper
analysis of specific survey items that spoke directly to the research questions and had a direct
impact on focus group interview protocol development. This chapter also includes the
presentation of interview data with descriptions of how the analysis aligned with IPA and how it
answers the research questions. Participant demographic and individual identity development
data is detailed first, followed by interview data organized by the themes that resulted from IPA.
Survey Results
Twenty-seven of 43 NCMS teachers responded to the online survey request and filled out
both surveys through Google Forms. The Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) results were converted
into pie charts showing the varying extents to which participants agreed or disagreed with
differing items. The Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire (PSIQ) responses were converted
into bar graphs that represented the degree of proficiency participants felt regarding the
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professional qualities under analysis. The graphs for each survey item are shown in Appendix F.
Of the 36 items on the JSS, 14 had an overall positive response (most respondents either agreed
with a positive statement or disagreed with a negative one). There were 21 items that had an
overall negative response (most respondents either agreed with a negative statement or disagreed
with a positive one), and one item had a neutral response (half of the respondents agreed, and
half disagreed). The summary of the data led me to infer that overall job satisfaction at this
campus is low. Survey items relating specifically to teacher identity and professionalism will be
examined in greater detail below.
The Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire responses indicated that most teachers at
NCMS self-identify as professionals based on their selection of five or higher on the proficiency
scale of one to seven regarding professional behavior. On the surface, this could be evidence of a
disconnect between teachers self-identifying as professionals and intent to stay in the profession.
This led me to think more carefully about the impact of the work environment and, therefore, to
add greater emphasis and specificity to the following question in the interview protocol: Is it
important to you that outside stakeholders (parents, students, leaders) view you as a
professional? Survey results relevant to the research questions are outlined in greater detail
below.
Job satisfaction survey. Several items on the JSS and their attendant results struck me as
particularly relevant to the research questions and warranted a more in-depth examination. The
pie charts illustrating all survey item responses and the varying levels of agreement are available
in Appendix F. Overall, 88.8% of participants agree they “feel a sense of pride in doing my job,”
which can be very powerful for self-leadership (Neck & Houghton, 2006). However, 66.6% of
participants disagreed with the statement, “When I do a good job, I receive the recognition for it
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that I should receive.” Similarly, 62.9% agreed with the statement, “I do not feel the work I do is
appreciated,” and 96.2% agreed with the statement, “I don’t feel my efforts are rewarded the way
they should be.” This speaks to the development of professional identity in subquestion 1, as
teachers could be relying on feedback to develop a professional identity (Tichenor & Tichenor,
2004). The differences in expectation and reality in the teaching experience, which also has an
impact on professional identity development (Pillen et al., 2013; Thomas & Mockler, 2018), was
evident in several survey items regarding job duties. For example, 74% of participants agreed
with the statement, “Many of our rules and procedures make doing a good job difficult.” There
were 59.2% that disagreed with the statement, “My efforts to do a good job are seldom blocked
by red tape,” and 96.8% agreed with “I have too much paperwork.”
Identity can also be developed in connection with one’s environment (Gagné & Deci,
2005), which can largely be driven by campus leadership (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016).
Therefore, survey items regarding culture can speak directly to research sub question 3 regarding
the impact of leadership. For the participants surveyed, 85.1% agreed, “There is too much
bickering and fighting at work.” In addition, participants also viewed communication negatively
as it is implemented by NCMS leadership. This is a significant finding because communication
is a behavior largely viewed in research as essential for professionalism (Crossley &
Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009). Survey results showed that 77.7% disagreed with the statement,
“Communications seem good within this organization,” while 80.7% agreed with the statement,
“I often feel I do not know what is going on with the organization,” and 81.4% agreed, “Work
assignments are not fully explained.” The lack of clarity regarding expectations makes it more
difficult for teachers to feel as though they are experts and good at their jobs, which is important
for professionalism (Beijaard et al., 2000) and for self-leadership (Neck & Houghton, 2006).
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Professional self-identity questionnaire. Detailed analysis of the survey results from the
PSIQ also revealed some tentative connections between the data and the research questions.
When summarizing the data from this survey, I took a response of five or higher on a seven-point
scale of perceived proficiency (one being the lowest and seven being the highest degree of
proficiency) to mean that participants felt proficient in that indicator. With that marker in place, I
was able to see that 55.5% of participants felt proficient in teamwork, and 55.5% felt proficient
in communication. There were 66.6% that felt they were proficient at conducting assessments,
and 55.5% felt culturally aware. The results indicated that 59.2% felt ethically aware, 55.5% felt
they could use records proficiently, and 77.7% felt they could handle an emergency. Of the total
participants, 59.2% felt they were confident in their proficiency at reflection, and the highest
percentage of respondents, 81.4%, felt proficient at teaching. Some noteworthy results were
relevant to the other survey data and the research questions. Most respondents self-identified as a
five or higher on the proficiency scale of professional behaviors. The indicators with higher
percentages of respondents indicating proficiency (conducting assessments, ethical awareness,
handling emergencies, reflecting, and teaching) are those that could be mainly performed
independently of others. Conversely, teamwork, communication, and cultural awareness are
indicators that rely on factors external to the individual and had relatively lower percentages of
respondents self-identifying as proficient.
These results, in combination with the summary of results from the JSS, led me further to
specify the following question in my interview protocol to lend it greater weight, “Is it important
to you that outside stakeholders (parents, students, leaders) view you as a professional?” I felt
this was an appropriate adjustment to make because the survey results seemed to indicate that
participants perceived outside influence to have a major impact on professional identity
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development and retention. I felt that deeper study into that influence, and its impact on identity
development, retention, and the potential link between the two was needed.
Interview Results
Nine of the 27 teachers who responded to the online surveys indicated they wished to
participate in focus group interviews; this fulfilled the research design, which called for three
groups of three. While one focus group met at a participant’s house for her and her fellow
participants’ convenience, the other two groups met at the public library. Both sites are neutral
and located close to NCMS, making it easy for interviewees to participate. Before interviews
commenced, I received signed informed consent documents from each interviewee. I also took
time at the beginning of the interviews to go over the informed consent document, review the
purpose of the research, and go over the relevant research to give participants some context to
help them prepare for the discussion. During interviews, I followed the interview protocol with
the addition of the new question and asked clarifying and follow-up questions as needed. The full
interview coding matrices are available in the appendices (see Appendix G and H). Results are
presented below first by participant detail, illustrating the narrative of each interviewee’s
professional identity development, then by codes as they emerged in data analysis.
Participants. Although focus groups were comprised entirely of volunteers and
organized based on participant availability, demographics were recorded to provide greater
insight into the individual participants and their variety of experiences. Of the nine participants,
only two were male; age was distributed relatively normally with five interviewees over 50 and
the rest in the 20s–30s range. Likewise, five participants had over 10 years of experience, and the
other four had less than 10. Participants came from a variety of teaching areas; three taught
special education, two taught science, one taught math, one taught English/language arts, one
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taught social studies, and one was an orchestra teacher and director. Despite the wide variety of
participants and their experiences, several consistent themes emerged in the data analysis.
However, due to the study’s foundation in self-identity theory and interpretive phenomenological
inquiry, it was important first to examine participants individually and examine each narrative
before delving deeply into the codes that emerged.
Participant 1. Participant 1 described their identity development as reliant upon positive
feedback such as small victories or praise from leaders. They said,
When the principal told me that I did something good, I’m going to continue to do that
thing that he said was good. Whenever I see my kids succeeding in math, I’m going to do
what’s good for them in math. I think just the positive experiences have helped me feel
good about myself as a teacher.
They also relied on leadership to set an example of professionalism, citing unprofessional
behavior they saw at North Canyon that made it difficult to persist as a professional and continue
to focus on their own moral center. The environment caused them to question themself because,
to them, feeling like a professional meant feeling like they were doing a good job and their work
was meaningful. Participant 1 went so far as to claim that leadership was the factor that had the
biggest influence on their perceived professionalism.
Participant 2. Participant 2 also looked to leadership for reassurance that they were doing
well in order to develop their professional identity. They felt leadership in their school
sometimes viewed them as more of a babysitter due to the nature of their students. That seemed
to hurt their view of themself as a professional. They thought that more support in terms of
professional development and materials suited to their students’ needs would be beneficial.
Participant 2 was also heavily influenced by their leadership and climate, saying that the
unprofessional behavior she saw from her administration trickled down to others, which harmed
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professionalism and that “parents have an influence on our [administration], which influences
our professionalism.” Participant 2 emphasized that most of their motivation for staying in the
profession and at this school came from their students.
Participant 3. Participant 3 characterized the building of their professional identity from
their experiences, relationships with their students, and through positive reinforcement from
leaders. They felt like they were in “survival mode” for their first few years and “slid finally into
that feeling really comfortable and confident in my teaching abilities. I think the relationships I
build with my students really helped with that” and “receiving I guess accolades, you know, like
from my admin about how good of a job I was doing.” They cited feeling competitive and
challenged to achieve high scores, meeting those goals, and being given the opportunity to teach
higher levels of students, which were also factors in helping them develop into a professional.
Participant 3 joined their fellow interviewees (Participants 1 and 2) in feeling that the negative
climate and unprofessional leadership behaviors, such as inconsistent expectations, lack of
boundaries, and inappropriate communication, “hurt a lot of our trying to be professional.”
Participant 3 also felt it harmed their feelings of professionalism when parents dictated how to do
the job, as did being given too many tasks, such as documentation and paperwork, that did not
relate to teaching and working directly with students. They found motivation from their students
as well as from support, training, clear expectations, passion, and positive results. It was
important for Participant 3 to feel like a professional and to feel they were making a difference
for their students.
Participant 4. Participant 4’s professional identity development was different from that
of the first group of interviewees in that education was their second career. They had worked to
build an identity as a teacher by creating systems for themself and building on their experiences.
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They said, “Once I saw a thing happen in the classroom, I could put something in place and I
became more and more comfortable with it as time went by.” Like earlier respondents,
Participant 4 indicated that self-identifying as a professional relied a great deal on feedback from
external stakeholders. They frequently reflected on their experiences and felt that most teachers
(themself included) weighed positive and negative outcomes to determine whether they were
successful, professional, and willing to stay in teaching. Participant 4 also spoke to outside
influence when they said that while they had their own moral standards, “You have a model . . .
That’s the kind of teacher I want to be. I want to model myself after that.” In addition to peer
models, they also looked to leadership for a model of professionalism and expected leaders to
model the behaviors they were looking for from their teachers. Participant 4 also expected
leaders to express care and concern for subordinates. Feedback came up again when Participant 4
indicated they wanted to hear when they had done something well and that when students
remembered them positively, which was motivating and validating for them. “Everyone wants to
be treated as a professional,” they said, and professionalism is also important to them because it
translates to credibility with students.
Participant 5. Participant 5 relied heavily on background knowledge when they were
starting to teach and build their professional identity. They said that interviewers would ask them
what kinds of books they read, so they compiled a lot of educational magazines, hoping it would
help. They also relied heavily on teamwork, community, and experience, saying, “I just learned
from other teachers and administrators and trial and error.” Feeling a sense of community was
very important to Participant 5 and their professional identity. In reflecting on their experience,
they often spoke of potluck dinners or specific former coworkers who had been especially
supportive to them, in addition to having fun at work. They felt as though all stakeholders on a

72
campus could contribute to culture and to a professional identity, from fellow teachers and
leaders all the way to secretaries. Despite all of this, Participant 5 indicated they felt that “You
have to build your own identity” and rely on your own beliefs, finding others who feel the same
way to build a community. They appreciated feedback for a job well done and felt that they did
not get enough of that in their current environment. They placed that and community, finding joy
in her job, and getting validation from students much higher on their priority list than money.
Participant 5 also spoke about content in their professional identity development and the need to
understand their content well in order to feel confident in delivering instruction to students. They
had a negative experience when they were not confident teaching an assigned subject and,
through that, realized “a professional identity is very, very important.”
Participant 6. The final participant in the second interview group was also a military
retiree in their second career. They spoke about reflection when narrating their professional
identity development, comparing the experience to being in the Navy doing “nuts and bolts” and
asking themself, “What happened good? What happened bad? How can I fix that?” They also
cited support and expectations from leaders and the need to bounce ideas off family or other
teachers to stay grounded. To them, a professional was one who was willing to go above and
beyond to help others; mentoring and collaboration were key elements in their development of a
professional identity as a teacher. Participant 6 identified a professional “vibe” at a campus
where they volunteered and traced that feeling back to the leader of the campus, who they felt
fostered it and helped it to trickle down to all stakeholders, including parents. They indicated that
positive modeling from leadership has a big impact on professionalism for educators. Participant
6 noted that turnover could negatively impact a culture, and that community is important. They
felt that while positive feedback and connections with students are necessary, professional
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boundaries are also crucial; they indicated that they had a son who left teaching early because he
took things too much to heart and got burned out. They also identified a recursive process
between professional identity and confidence building. They noted,
The more professional as an educator, I feel the more confidence I’m going to be able to
give my students, and a professional identity is important. If you don’t have that, I see
that as a disaster. Right. Because that gives you self- confidence.
Enjoying content is, for Participant 6, part of the relationship between confidence and
professional identity, as is caring for their students.
Participant 7. Participant 7 began building their professional identity as a teacher by
relying on an existing comfort level in the classroom (their mother was a teacher) and on years of
experience as a paraprofessional. They relied heavily on a mentor to help build their feelings of
competence. Participant 7 listed growth, professional development, mentoring, experience,
connection, and personality as important components of a professional identity; they said, “I had
to put all the pieces together.” They also described identity development as the journey from
playacting and pretending to be a teacher to actually feeling like one. “I don’t feel like I’m
playacting anymore. I feel more comfortable in that identity right now.” Participant 7 felt
purpose and perseverance were essential elements of a professional identity “because if you feel
like that’s your identity and you’re dedicated to it, then you’re going to keep digging away at it.”
They also spoke to the influence of the environment on their identity development. They said,
“You have to develop those qualities because if they’re not coming to you from your
environment at large if you don’t develop them, there’s nothing to really hold what [you’re doing
together].” In reflecting on the impact of the environment, Participant 7 noted it was important
for them to feel connected to the school outside of their program; they liked seeing other teachers
and students in different classrooms to understand the big picture. They also thought that

74
feedback and positive reinforcement from leadership were important for professional identity
development, as was clarity of expectations from leadership. On that note, they clarified that
feedback from administration needed to be meaningful (specific and tied to growth); positive
feedback from parents and students, while rare, goes a long way to helping them feel like they
were doing a good job. Similar to other participants, Participant 7 said they depend on the little
successes to feel proficient and professional, and that feeling as though they are part of
something bigger than themself is motivating. They spoke a lot about their professional
organization and the relationships and connections they have made. They think that because they
cannot control the environment, they try to develop themself, but that can be difficult.
Participant 8. Participant 8 also came to teaching as a second career, though they had
experience teaching college before coming to the middle school. In reflecting on that shift, they
said they felt a traditional preparation program rather than the alternative one they participated in
would have been more beneficial and would have given them more confidence upon entering the
classroom. Mentoring was extremely important to this participant, and they noted that a highaccountability, high-competition culture at a previous campus harmed their professional identity;
“It was humiliating. I didn’t really feel like a teacher because it just felt like getting the scores
determined whether I was a teacher or not.” At their new campus, NCMS, they built confidence
in their professional identity that came from building on successes and positive feedback. They
said,
I feel like people have started to recognize that I do have strengths in the classroom and
not that I’m building my identity off of that, but when you’re treated like a professional
because you have valuable information and that sort of thing, that can help the team.
While they said they did not build their identity off feedback, it was clearly important to them;
they focused on personal reflection and improvement. Participant 8 listed teamwork,
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collaboration, sharing strengths, and communication as important when describing professional
behaviors and characteristics. They thought it was extremely important for professionals to be on
the same page and working toward a common goal. Communication again came up as important
when they shared that getting everyone on the same page starts with consistency and
communication with leadership. Connection to that larger mission was critical for Participant 8.
They said, “Like you kind of have to develop that [professional identity] by yourself because
there isn’t necessarily anybody else to connect to,” and “I feel like I’m that much further away,
almost lesser than because I’m not [connected to a team of teachers].” Perhaps because they felt
isolated, Participant 8 felt the hallmark of a professional was finding resources to keep learning
and growing. They said they needed to feel they had value and that they were motivated by
meaningful feedback as well as by their students, citing the recursive nature of identity
development. They said, “I feel like feeling like a professional also comes with being treated like
a professional because that doesn’t always happen.” Finally, motivation is critical for Participant
8. They said, “If you go into teaching just for the paycheck, you need to find a different
profession because you’re never going to have a professional identity anyway because it’s
always going to be a paycheck.”
Participant 9. Rounding out the final focus group, Participant 9 came to teaching from
the military and chose special education because their daughter was in special education, so the
work was very personal to them. They said their teaching assignment was important because
they needed to feel a connection to their students and feel they were making a difference.
Connection and self-efficacy have a major impact on their identity development. They also
wanted to make a difference for the entire campus and to make a positive contribution to the
culture, and that was difficult to do in their current assignment, which they found frustrating.
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Reflection was critical for Participant 9, who said, “I have a lot of sleepless nights [because] I’m
always looking for ways to improve.” When asked about professional behaviors, they shared a
story about writing a grant for their students and how offended they were when leaders wanted to
appropriate the resource for other students on campus for whom it was not intended. This story
showed how important it was for Participant 9 to care for their students and how important it was
to them as a professional to have clarity, understanding, and good communication with their
leadership. They wanted leaders to respect the unique nature of the work they do, and they
needed support, good systems, and clarity from those leaders to feel they do their job well and
feel professional. They echoed their fellow participants in noting that having communication,
collaboration, collective goals, and collective efficacy were important for success and
professional identity. While they felt everyone could be a leader, they felt it starts at the top. “It
may look different in each classroom because we’re teaching different subjects, but the angle is
the same.” Like many of their fellow participants, Participant 9 declared how important it was
for them to feel valued and to hear from leaders and peers that they were doing a good job.
Interview codes. I analyzed interview transcripts through the interpretive
phenomenological analysis process (Alase, 2017). This process required that I first read and
reread the transcripts to familiarize myself with the data. The next step was for me to make initial
notes of quotes or statements that stood out, find emerging themes, and make connections in the
first transcript. Finally, the process required me to apply the same process to the next transcripts
and find patterns among the three. In coding, I looked for a priori codes already established
based on the literature as well as new codes that emerged from the data.
Identity. Identity is defined in the literature simply as how one perceives him or herself
(Bandura, 2001). All participants could agree that identity is important. Participant 6 said plainly,
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“A professional identity is important; if you don’t have that, I see that as a disaster.” Participant
4 said, “Everybody wants to be treated as a professional.” Participant 1, who relied heavily on
self-efficacy for identity, said, “But I feel like it’s definitely necessary to have that identity to
feel like, I mean for me at least, that I’m doing a good job.” Additionally, Participant 3 said,
“Having that identity as I’m a teacher is really essential to keep in that drive.”
Identity was frequently related to confidence in interviews. Participant 6 said, “The more
professional as an educator I feel, the more confidence I’m going to be able to give my students.”
Lack of that confidence is detrimental to professional identity. Participant 8 experienced these
hits to their self-efficacy. “I was told essentially because I taught college, and I didn’t have 20
years teaching experience, that there was nothing I could bring to the table. And it really
complicated how I felt as a professional.” Additionally, they said, “I didn’t really feel like a
teacher because it just felt like getting the scores determined whether I was a teacher or not.”
Ultimately, they were able to tie their professional identity to reflection and improvement, which
increased their self-efficacy and their professional identity in the reciprocal cycle between the
two that several participants identified. Participant 1 summarized this idea when they said,
“When I feel like I’m a professional, I feel like I’m doing a good job.”
Identity development. The a priori code of identity development is rooted in the
theoretical framework, particularly self-leadership theory. It is defined in the literature as the
ability to build a desired self-perception through self-leadership (Neck & Houghton, 2006).
Participants built their professional identities largely through professional learning, experience,
models, feedback, and teamwork. Professional development loomed large in identity
development and in what participants claimed they needed more of in order to feel more
professional. “Really, I’ve had a good experience learning from other people, going to
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workshops,” said Participant 5. Participant 8 cited their alternative certification program as a
challenge to their professional identity. “If I had to do it over, I would not have done it that way
because it, it really gives new meaning to trial by fire, especially in a core subject.” They stressed
the importance of professional learning by saying, “We want our kids to grow, we need to
grow.” Experience, to all participants, provided good learning upon which to build a professional
identity. Participant 5 struggled with self-efficacy and professional identity when beginning their
career because “I didn’t know anything; I hadn’t been teaching yet.” Participant 7 relied heavily
on experiences as a paraprofessional to build their professional identity and said, “So by the time
I actually went in a classroom, I had all of this knowledge and experience that I’d seen, but then I
had to do it.” They also mentioned,
Still being immersed in experience and then the daily working with the kids and going
through the school requirements and interacting with other people in the school. It took
that long to cement that identity.
Models and mentors were essential to participants in building their identities. Participant 4 said,
“You have a model. Okay. Yeah. That’s the kind of teacher I want to be. I want to model myself
after that.” Similarly, Participant 5 said they simply “learned from other teachers and
administrators and trial and error.” Participant 7 gained clarity regarding their professional
identity as a teacher from watching her mentor music teacher. “I played piano for his kids, but he
also let me come in and sit in on his classroom, and all of a sudden, just this whole thing opened
up. I was like, this is the missing piece.” Teamwork goes hand in hand with mentoring due to the
reliance on peers that can play a big part in developing a professional identity. Participant 7 cited
“getting advice from people,” and Participant 8 noted that identity development would be easier
if they felt more a part of their assigned team, saying, “I have to develop myself, but I’m
supposed to work with a team.” Finally, feedback is essential as participants built their identities
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by how they saw themselves reflected in others. Participant 8, who suffered under negative
feedback about their standardized test scores, said that they performed better when,
I feel like people have started to recognize that I have strengths in the classroom and not
that I’m building my identity off of that, but when you’re treated like a professional
because you have valuable information and that sort of thing, that can help the team.
Still, they felt that leadership at NCMS continued to negatively impact their identity
development despite the participant’s best efforts. They said,
If you’re working this hard to build your professional identity and get help to learn things
that you don’t know, and you constantly feel ignored [and] unimportant, or you feel like
all of your efforts are squashed or overlooked in some way, it can make it harder and
harder to try to push against [those feelings] and keep building [your professional
identity].
With so many external factors influencing their professional identity development,
participants were still able to articulate the necessity of developing themselves. Participant 7
said, “You have to develop [professional] qualities because if they’re not coming to you from
your environment [and] if you don’t develop them, then there’s nothing to really hold [your
identity] together.” Participant 5, who relied heavily on community and positive culture, still
said, “You have to create your own identity,” while Participant 4 said, “You have to have your
own standards.” Similarly, Participants 1 and 2 discussed their struggles with and the importance
of staying true to their own ethical standards in a difficult environment.
Professionalism. Professionalism is defined in the literature as workplace behaviors, such
as collaboration, effective communication, ethical behavior, innovation, inclusivity, positivity,
and the ability to reflect (Mansfield et al., 2012). Focus group interview participants spoke to the
characteristics of collaboration, communication, ethical behavior, innovation, and reflection, as
well as professionalism tied to job duties. Participants 5 and 6 leaned heavily on experiences in
teams of teachers either based on content or on common students when describing their
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professionalism and that of others they worked with. “We would all get in at the same time and
[say], have you tried this or this works good. We’re all there at the same time, and we can
bounce ideas off of [each other],” recalled Participant 4, while Participant 6 remembered, “And
then a strong [teacher who] was not my assigned mentor would step right in to help. That was
professionalism.” Participant 8 reflected on their experiences as a student who had multiple
teachers come to their class and work as a team based on each of their individual strengths; they
also spoke to their experiences in working in a team when they said,
I feel like everybody has something to contribute, whether it’s the first-year teacher who
doesn’t have the classroom experience but has the most recent knowledge versus the
teacher that’s been around for 20 to 30 years.
Participants also identified communication as an important professional behavior,
especially communication coming from leaders. Participant 8 elaborated on their perception of
communication issues at NCMS when they said, “I mean, we’re trying to teach our kids how to
communicate [but] we [as professionals] don’t communicate. Then people wonder why we get
all bent out of shape about things.” Participant 9 expressed their desire for clarity from leadership
by saying, “If you can communicate with me, I’m going be more likely to give you what you
want as long as I can get what I need in return.” Participant 8 noted that clarity and being on the
same page is key. They said,
We all need to be on the same page because that’s how things run. A lot of times, people
try to equate professionalism [in teaching compared to] other occupations. [People in
those occupations are] communicating, which makes them all on the same page. That’s
what makes them effective. We’re not effective, mainly I feel like because we don’t
communicate.
Participant 3 cited a lack of transparent communication at NCMS as harmful to their professional
identity when they discussed how leaders talk about staff behind their backs, which creates
distrust on campus and harms professional identities.
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Ethical behavior emerged in focus group interviews as participants reflected on the
impact of the work environment on their professional identities. Participant 1 noted, “I feel like a
lot of the times that professionalism is just your own moral center. It’s like trying to just do what
you think is right,” although it was difficult when they felt leaders at their campus were behaving
unethically by playing favorites with staff. They also said, “I feel like we do our best to do
what’s right, but it’s hard whenever you don’t have the leadership setting that example for you
all the time.” Participant 5 declared it was important to “find other people like you who have
your same beliefs” to develop a professional identity. Innovation was essential for several
participants, who narrated building a professional identity by building systems for themselves, as
Participant 4 said, “Over time I adapted, I was able to, to put in place these little procedures and
stuff for myself.” Participant 6 called this process “nuts and bolts,” which they learned in the
Navy.
Reflection, as noted in identity development, was important to participants as they listed
professional behaviors and characteristics. Participant 6 said they frequently ask themself, “What
happened good? What happened bad? Now, how can I fix that?” Participant 4 also reflected
frequently with an emphasis on improvement,
So, as a teacher, you think about those moments, such as when Johnny’s light came on,
that’s a success. Or I just couldn’t reach Janet. Janet just didn’t get it. And that’s a failure
and what did I do and what can I do better next time?
Participant 8 said they hinge their professional identity on reflection, saying, “That’s something
that, you know, I’ve really been able to reflect upon it [be]cause every year, I reflect on what
worked, what didn’t work, how can I make this better?”
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Finally, in addition to discussing professionalism as it is defined in the literature,
participants spoke to their job duties and the need for clarity and respect regarding those duties.
Participant 3 expressed frustration with the fact that,
You’re prepared for the actual teaching, but when you get into it, you realize that that’s
very little of what you end up doing. I feel like most of the time, I am doing little
teaching and a lot of other things throughout my day.
When Participant 9 shared their story about leadership trying to misappropriate her autistic
students’ sensory room for general education students misbehaving, the participant was
emphasizing they needed to feel as though what they do is respected. Participant 8 spoke to this
as well by stating, “I feel like being a professional also comes with being treated like a
professional, but that doesn’t always happen.”
Autonomy. Autonomy was notable in the literature as a potentially motivating factor,
which could be important for a leader seeking to improve teacher retention. Maylett and Warner
(2014) describe autonomy as the ability to shape one’s work environment for personal
maximization. Participant 6 spoke to this concept when they said, “What we have control over is
our community here. Let’s see if we can work to make that better.” Participant 8 called for
Participant 9 to have greater autonomy over their sensory room by saying, “You’re the one that
took the time and the initiative to do those things and build that for your kids. So, you should
have the say as to how it happens,” while Participant 5 found motivation in being able to “find
your joy” because they were given permission to create a garden club.
Calling, grit. Participants also found motivation in feeling a sense of calling, which is
feeling a divine mission or purpose in one’s work (Thompson & Miller-Perrin, 2003). That sense
of purpose enabled the participants to develop grit and persevere in difficult situations. “I think it
makes you feel like you’re doing something meaningful. Whenever people look at you as a
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professional and not just like a babysitter,” said Participant 1. Participant 3 said several times
that it is important to them to feel as though they are making a difference, and Participant 9 said
they left a position because they felt they were not making a difference. Conversely, they think
they were called to their new position because, “even though [their students] are so challenging, I
fell in love with them, and I didn’t want to leave.” Participant 7 spoke about purpose several
times as a key element of a professional identity; they said,
That makes you happy because you’re contributing to [the bigger picture] and you have a
purpose because you’re guiding. I think that’s a big part for me as a teacher, having that
purpose, but then also having the perseverance to keep digging away at it.
Participant 6 spoke explicitly to religion when they said, “If you’re a religious person, pray to
God that maybe you can touch bases with somebody.”
Motivation, self-efficacy. Each participant was motivated by the calling to do well for his
or her students, in addition to feeling passion, happiness, and self-efficacy. Participant 3 said,
“You really have to develop that passion to keep going.” When they mentioned their desire to
move to a lower-paying district in search of change, they said, “I think if I feel happy
somewhere, then even less pay doesn’t matter to me. I just want to find where I can be happy
again.” Participant 8 echoed this sentiment; “If you go into teaching just for the paycheck, you
need to find a different profession because you’re never going to have a professional identity
anyway because it’s only going to be a paycheck.” Participant 2, who also talked about possibly
taking a pay cut to go to a different district, said, “I am motivated to stay with the kids.”
Participant 5 needed to feel loved and valued, and Participant 6 noted, “I’m there for the kids.
Now, I can kind of hunker down, focus on them. I can weather the storm.”
Self-efficacy, which is the confidence in one’s ability based on autonomy and
empowerment (Bandura, 2001), is motivating for several participants. Participant 1 said, “I think
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you start with the small victories, [such as], ‘Oh, I helped this student achieve a higher test score’
and then from there you just keep growing.” Participant 4 also relied on feeling successful,
saying, “I think people are more likely to stay in that profession if they feel successful and less
likely to stay if their negatives are building up higher than their positives.” Participant 3, unlike
Participant 8, found self-efficacy in competition, “I’m very competitive as a person. I had to
make sure I was doing really well compared to some of my colleagues.” Lack of self-efficacy
was also harmful to teacher identities. Participant 3 shared, “Parents that basically want to tell
you how to do your job. They hurt you, feeling like you’re an inadequate professional
sometimes.” Participant 1 also struggled to build a professional identity, saying,
I think you question yourself a lot whenever you feel not prepared. It makes you feel like
you’re a bad teacher. I feel like I can’t do my job, but I feel like that shouldn’t be a
question if you’re a professional or not.
On struggling to build a professional identity in a negative environment, Participant 8 said
bluntly, “I’m not going to want to stay because I’m never going to be good enough.”
Feedback. Some of the participants’ struggles with self-efficacy emerged in the face of
negative feedback, whether from peers, other stakeholders, or leaders, who had the greatest
influence. Participants mentioned feedback so frequently that it is the first of four new codes
added to the coding matrix based on the analysis of the interview data. Participants 1 and 2
struggled with a lack of self-efficacy and with building a professional identity, and in the face of
that struggle, Participant 1 stated,
I don’t look for praise, but you look for reassurance that you’re doing the right thing, and
then when the principal tells me that I did something good, I’m going to continue to do
that thing that he said was good.
Participant 3, who was in the same focus group, added, “Receiving accolades from my
administrator about how good of a job I was doing really helped with [building my identity].”
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They also noted that as a profession, teaching is thankless and often not viewed as a professional
occupation by outside stakeholders, which hurt their identity development.
Participant 6 said clearly, “I think someone who self-identifies as a professional, say it
goes back to feedback.” Participant 4 stated, “You know, if you’ve done something well, you
want to hear that you’ve done something well,” to which Participant 5 replied, “And we don’t get
a lot of ‘you’ve done something well’ feedback.” In sharing about their identity development,
Participant 8 declared they think more feedback would be beneficial; their appraiser is new and
does not go upstairs frequently to observe them. They said that even notes from administrators or
peers would be motivating. They also said, “if you’re continually squashed down, ignored,
unimportant, no matter what your effort is, nobody ever appreciates it or whatever, eventually
your fire’s going to go out no matter how much perseverance you have.” Participants noted that
while feedback in general is important, it must be meaningful to be effective for identity
development. “[If] you don’t get meaningful feedback, you’re really not going to grow. You’re
just gonna stay the same,” said Participant 8, who also noted that teachers are encouraged to give
students meaningful feedback even though they often do not receive it themselves. Participant 7
stressed that feedback from all stakeholders is essential, and it makes them feel more valued.
Leadership, support. The new codes of leadership and support go hand in hand in an
educational setting. Participants viewed support as coming from leadership, sometimes in the
form of resources or professional development. Participant 2 said, “It would be beneficial if the
leaders were like, ‘Hey, you need to go do this [training] because this is what your classroom
needs.’” They also stated, “I don’t feel like we’re given the materials to teach them the way that
is appropriate for their learning.” Participant 7 also noted the importance of asking for materials
from leadership and from peers, while Participant 3 shared they felt their teacher training was
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inadequate to prepare them for the classroom, and that they did not get adequate support and
training when they began teaching.
Several participants viewed administrative support as backup or emotional support.
Participant 1 placed high importance on leaders and said, “I think administration is like the
biggest thing because I truly always thought the administration was always going to be there for
you.” Participant 4 recalled a story from when they were in the army and a supervisor visited
them on the job site and expressed care for their well-being. They said, “So, I would expect
administrators to say, how are you doing? Is there anything I can do? Even just the expression is
important, even if they can’t do anything for you.” Participant 3 shared how important support
from leaders was to them so that they can teach and feel professional. They stated,
I wrote up a kid one day because he was just terrorizing my whole class, and the
administration came and basically just threw his BIP (behavior improvement plan) at me
and said ‘I’m sorry.’ And he kept going. And the student kept being a terror.
Support can also come from peers, but leaders have to facilitate those relationships. Participant 6
said that good modeling relationships come from “admin knowing their people.” Participant 5
said that without such good mentoring relationships, they would have been “totally lost” and
“never would have made it.” Likewise, Participant 7 cited support from the teacher they were a
paraprofessional for, and Participants 8 and 9 bemoaned the lack of support from a teacher team
while Participants 5 and 6 recalled fondly previous teacher teams that were disbanded due to a
lack of funding for the time necessary to meet.
Participants listed other behaviors they looked for in a leader, such as transparency, good
communication, and modeling good behavior. Participant 1 said,
I honestly think that teachers are going to act as the leadership in the school acts.
It’s hard for teachers in our school to know what a professional teacher even looks like
because I feel like we do our best to do what’s right, but it’s hard whenever you don’t
have the leadership setting that example for you all the time.
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Participant 2 agreed, noting, “I feel like it is difficult when you’re modeled [the wrong thing] or
when you see it every single day to develop those.” Participants 4 and 6 also detailed the need
for leaders to practice what they preach, and Participant 7 talked about how such perceived
hypocrisy harmed professionalism; “So if we’re not being held to the same standard, then we’re
not really going in the same direction.”
Communication and consistency were also noted to be critical. Participant 9 said they felt
faculty meetings would be a good opportunity for leaders to foster deep discussions about
campus expectations. They stated, “If you can communicate with me, I’m going be more likely
to give you what you want as long as I can get what I need in return.” Participant 1 also noted
there seemed to be “too many leaders” in the organization and also noted too many leaders leads
to a lack of consistency in communication. They said, “There’s clearly no consistency. Like it’s
hard to know what’s right from wrong. But there’s no consistency within the leaders too.”
Culture, climate. If leadership sets the tone for mentoring relationships, communication,
and support in the organization, it naturally follows they would also be responsible for the
culture and climate of the organization. Several participants noted the importance of such a
concept. Participant 6 explicitly verbalized this when they talked about the professional “vibe”
they felt on a campus where they volunteered. In the same way, Participant 2 described their
struggle to decide whether to stay at NCMS by saying, “I don’t even know if it’s the school
climate or if it’s myself not thinking that [staying is] the right thing to do.” Participant 3 noted
that while they responded to competition, “the environment may not have been the best.”
Participant 5 spoke at length about feeling the need for a positive, supportive “vibe,” while other
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participants noted the need for everyone in the organization to be on the same page to establish a
collaborative culture. Participant 8 said,
[If] we were all on the same page, things might run smoothly, you know, and having a
culture where everyone is on the same page, not like a few people over here on one page
and y’all are on a page over here and you know, they are three pages behind over here.
Participants 7 and 9 spoke about the need to feel connected to a common mission in a culture,
with Participant 9 going so far as to leave a school when she did not like the culture there.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 4 detailed the findings from surveys and focus group interviews. Survey data
indicated that campus staff members were largely dissatisfied with their jobs but also largely felt
proficient at professional tasks, especially those that did not rely on collaboration with outside
stakeholders. This finding led me to add greater emphasis to context and stakeholder impact on
professional identity in the interview protocol. Participant narratives about professional identity
development in focus groups were similar in that many of the teachers interviewed relied on
experience, reflection, and feedback when building their identities. Based on IPA analysis of
focus group interview data, new codes of feedback, leadership, support, and culture/climate were
added to the a priori codes already identified from the literature. Interviewees cited the need for
good role models in leadership, meaningful feedback, and a positive, supportive climate as
essential for professional identity development. They also identified having a professional
identity as critical to increased self-efficacy and perseverance. Chapter 5 will discuss those
findings as they relate to the research questions and as they have implications to relevant theories
and current practice. Chapter 5 will also reveal limitations to the study and make
recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Teacher attrition is a problem internationally, in the United States, and in the state of
Texas (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2003). Teachers leave the profession for
a variety of reasons, such as working conditions, stress, salary, school leadership (Hentges,
2012), workload, prospects for advancement, poor interactions with parents (Struyven &
Vanthournout, 2014), and lack of autonomy and self-efficacy (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016).
Administrative support is a factor that is shown in the literature to have a significant impact on
retention (Tickle et al., 2011). The need for such support and leadership was evident in focus
group interviews in this study as well. The idea of a professional identity as a potential mediator
for teacher attrition shows some promise based on the literature. Professional identity is
grounded in autonomy (Bair, 2014) and encourages educators to collaborate and innovate to
improve their work and themselves, leading to greater self-efficacy (Darling-Hammond et al.,
1995).
The purpose of this study was to determine whether development of a strong professional
identity could positively impact teacher retention on a given campus based on an exploration of
the phenomenon of teacher professional identity development. Teachers narrated their identity
development experiences, listed qualities and characteristics they found important for a
professional identity, and discussed the influence of their leaders for this qualitative study. The
research was conducted in the single context of North Canyon Middle School (NCMS), an
organization that was struggling with high attrition due to military affiliation and, therefore, in
even greater need of a proven attrition mediator. The overarching research question for the study
was: How do educators perceive the importance of a strong professional identity to intent to stay
in the profession? The study also had three research subquestions.
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1)

How do educators describe the development of their professional and personal
identities?

2)

According to educators, what qualities or behaviors characterize a strong
professional identity?

3)

How do educators perceive the influence of leaders on their professional identity
development?

Initial data to guide the focus group interview protocol was derived from two surveys, the
Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) and the Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire (PSIQ). Survey
data indicated that the majority of teachers at NCMS felt proficient at professional behaviors, but
they were also largely dissatisfied with their jobs, particularly with aspects relating to climate
and leadership. These results led to a greater emphasis on climate and leadership in the interview
protocol. Three focus groups with three participants each participated in focus group interviews
with an interview protocol designed to determine whether a strong professional identity would
lead to increased chances for teacher retention. The IPA analysis provided me with a structure in
which to analyze the qualitative data and identify the most important themes.
Interpretation of the Research Findings
Overarching research question: How do educators perceive the importance of a
strong professional identity to intent to stay in the profession? Interview data revealed that
regarding the overall research question, teachers found a professional identity held great
importance for them. One participant went so far as to describe lack of professional identity “a
disaster,” and another said, “feeling like you’re a professional is really essential.” Likewise,
researchers have identified professional identity as crucial to meeting school needs (Hill-Berry,
2016). Participant 4 stated, “Everybody wants to be treated as a professional.” Their feeling
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mirrored the literature from Darling-Hammond (2017) that compared teaching to other
professions that received greater reinforcement for professional behavior from stakeholders.
Participant 1 tied their professional identity to self-efficacy and identified both as
necessary. They said, “I feel like it’s definitely necessary to have that identity to feel like I’m
doing a good job.” Participant 6 identified a recursive cycle in which professional identity and
self-efficacy impact each other, noting, “The more professional as an educator I feel, the more
confidence I’m going to be able to give my students.” Such statements echo professionalism
research, which links a professional identity to improved performance, self-efficacy, job
satisfaction, and commitment (Day et al., 2006). Participant 3 also saw that their professional
identity was important to them and closely linked to perseverance, saying, “Having that identity
as ‘I’m a teacher’ is really essential to want to keep going.” Such resilience in teaching can be
fostered formally and informally and is necessary for teacher retention (Soulen & Wine, 2018).
Research subquestion 1: How do educators describe the development of their
professional and personal identities? Regarding the first research subquestion, educators
narrated their professional identity development in relation to building on experience, reflection,
collaboration, and getting feedback from stakeholders, especially leaders. Participant 7 relied on
their experiences as a paraprofessional and as a beginning teacher to “cement” their professional
identity. Participant 1 spoke to self-efficacy again when they said, “I think the positive
experiences have helped me feel good about myself as a teacher.” Participant 5 felt they needed
greater training and experience in order to have something to contribute. Researchers agree that
experience is a great teacher. Beginning teachers build an identity based on past experiences as
well as the learning experiences associated with beginning teaching (Anh, 2013).
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Reflection played a key role in helping interviewees develop their professional identities;
social cognitive and self-leadership theories also stress the importance of reflection (Bandura,
2001; Neck & Houghton, 2006). Participant 8 focused their entire identity around the concept of
reflection and the importance of practicing that reflection on their development. Participants 4
and 6 also cited reflections about positives, negatives, successes, and failures as critical to the
development of their professional teacher identities. Reflection is identified in the literature as an
important professional behavior. Crossley and Vivekananda-Schmidt (2009) included it on their
Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire, and other researchers identified reflection as essential
for professional identity development (Pillen et al., 2013; Sutherland & Markauskaite, 2012;
Walkington, 2005).
Teachers at NCMS struggled with a lack of opportunity for collaboration, which they felt
harmed their professional identity development. Participants 5 and 6 were able to recall a time at
NCMS during which teachers were assigned to horizontal teams in which they shared students,
and they were provided the time necessary to collaborate effectively. “We would bounce ideas
off each other,” Participant 6 said. Participant 8 noted they are “supposed to” work in a team, but
it is difficult because they are not provided the time. Participant 9 shared that campus
collaboration time is often neglected due to other tasks. Such an oversight on the part of
leadership contradicts professionalism research, which emphasizes the importance of
collaboration on identity development (Anh, 2013; Hilferty, 2008; Tichenor & Tichenor, 2004).
The social cognitive theory also identifies collective efficacy as beneficial for personal
development (Bandura, 2001).
Most interviewees relied heavily on feedback when developing their professional
identities. Researchers on professionalism recommend that leaders give effective feedback when
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teaching professionalism (Al-Eraky, 2015; Anh, 2013; Hill-Berry, 2016). Participants 1, 2, and 3
all mentioned “reassurance” from stakeholders, a desire to hear from leaders that they did
“something good,” and “accolades.” Participant 6 explicitly linked feedback to self-identification
as a professional, while Participants 5 and 8 noted a lack of positive feedback was detrimental to
their motivation. Attrition research speaks to the need for specific, high-quality feedback in the
same way that Participants 7, 8, and 9 discussed meaningful feedback (Hughes et al., 2015).
Research subquestion 2: According to educators, what qualities or behaviors
characterize a strong professional identity? In response to questions about professional
behaviors designed to address research subquestion 2, participants identified professional
behaviors such as collaboration, communication, and having a purpose of doing well for students
as essential for a strong professional identity. Collaboration toward a common objective is
motivating for employees (Carton, 2017) and beneficial for professional identity development
(Anh, 2013; Bandura, 2001). The concept of collaboration loomed large in interview data as
well, with teachers citing collaboration or lack thereof as influential. Participants 5 and 6 fondly
recalled past teams and their positive influences, which Participant 8 expressed in frustration,
“Yeah, I have to develop myself, but I’m supposed to work with a team, and I don’t even [get the
opportunity to] meet with that team this year.” Because teamwork and collaboration have been
identified in research as professional behaviors (Bloom et al., 2017; Hilferty, 2008), they should
not be ignored by future researchers or by practitioners.
Crossley and Vivekananda-Schmidt (2009) identified communication as one of the
professional behaviors worth investigation, and it was another professional behavior that
emerged from the interview data. In recalling former teachers who greatly impressed them,
Participant 8 said, “They communicated well with each other, which I feel like is a really, really
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big thing about being a professional.” They also identified a double standard in which teachers
are charged with teaching students how to communicate effectively when they lack a model of
good communication in their leaders. Participant 9 agreed that leaders should communicate
expectations clearly in order to get the desired results. Effective communication is a professional
behavior that has been shown to be effective in mediating retention. Borman and Dowling (2008)
stated, “Regular and supportive communication with administrators is associated with lesser
attrition rates” (p. 390).
Finally, NCMS teachers identified purpose as a critical component of their professional
identities. All interviewees mentioned they were motivated by their students, either by a desire to
feel needed in the moment or by treasuring moments in which former students fondly remember
them. Participant 7 spoke about purpose and the need to feel a part of something bigger than
themself, while Participants 8 and 9 addressed the need for everyone to be working toward the
same “mission.” Carton (2017) showed in researching motivation at NASA that working toward
a common goal made collaboration easier and also helped employees understand how their work
made a difference; that research demonstrated the common goal and the progress monitoring
toward the goal had to come from the leader. In the same way, collective efficacy is an important
part of identity development in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001).
Research subquestion 3: How do educators perceive the influence of leaders on their
professional identity development? The emphasis each participant placed on feedback, support,
and modeling from leaders addressed research subquestion 3. The study participants perceived
leaders to have a significant influence on professional identity development. The influence of
leadership strongly felt at NCMS is in accordance with attrition literature. Leadership and
administrative support are cited as critical factors impacting teacher attrition and retention
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(Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Hentges, 2012; Ingersoll & May, 2012).
Modeling from leaders emerged in several participant responses. Participant 1 said, “I honestly
think that teachers are going to act as the leadership in the school acts.” They also shared, “It is
hard for teachers in our school to know what a professional teacher even looks like because you
don’t have the leadership setting that example for you all the time.” Participants 4 and 6 also
expressed a desire for leaders to practice what they preached. Research on professionalism
reinforces the notion that leaders can teach professionalism by providing role models (Al-Eraky,
2015).
Administrative support is another aspect of leadership shown in the literature to have a
major impact on attrition and retention (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Boyd et al., 2008; DarlingHammond, 2003; Gray et al., 2017; Ingersoll & May, 2015). Beginning teachers ranked lack of
support as one of the top concerns troubling them as they enter the profession (Hales et al.,
2018). Study participants viewed support as a provision of professional development, resources,
effective mentoring relationships, and emotional support. Participant 1 said, “I think
[administration] is like the biggest thing because I truly always thought the [administration] was
always going to be there for you.” They also cited a lack of appropriate resources as harmful to
their professional identity. Participant 3 shared that they had a student troubling their class and
the participant was unable to get administrative support to resolve the issue, and Participant 2
agreed that parents had an outsized influence on leaders in such situations, which was
detrimental to teacher professionalism. Likewise, Participant 4 remembered a prior supervisor
who expressed care and concern, while Participant 5 reminisced about prior experiences in which
leaders supplied substitutes as necessary and arranged potluck dinners for teacher morale.
Administrative support is linked to professionalism not only in my interview data but also in the
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relevant literature. Leaders are cautioned to be mindful of the teacher support provided (Brunetti,
2006; Day et al., 2006; Pillen et al., 2013) to ensure that teachers are able to effectively develop
professional identities and the resulting resilience (Mansfield et al., 2012).
Implications of the Theoretical Framework
Teacher perceptions of professional self-identity development largely aligned with selfleadership and social cognitive theories, upon which this study is founded. This alignment
between research data and established theories has the two-fold benefits of further validating the
research and providing additional support for research-based theories. Teachers understood the
importance of self-leading toward a professional identity, in accordance with Neck and
Houghton’s (2006) research, which indicates that self-leadership can lead to increased selfefficacy and empowerment. These benefits of self-leadership have, in turn, been identified as
crucial for resilience in teaching (Soulen & Wine, 2018). Study participants indicated they
understood the necessity and benefits of self-leadership toward a professional identity, especially
if the environment or collaborative team did not contribute. Such statements align with the selfleadership theory’s emphasis on internal motivation and behavior-focused strategies (Neck &
Hougton, 2006) and the human agency aspect of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001).
Reflection is a behavior-focused strategy in self-leadership (Neck & Houghton, 2006)
and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001). This loomed large in interviews with the study
participants. The self-leadership theory stresses that such reflection and improvement can lead to
improved performance, self-efficacy, and persistence (Neck & Houghton, 2006). When teachers
engage in self-leadership and reap the benefits, it can set in motion a recursive process in which
self-efficacy and persistence build on each other (Yeager & Dweck, 2012), which could be
beneficial for teacher retention (Brunetti, 2006).
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Despite teacher acknowledgment of the need for self-leadership (Neck & Houghton,
2006), study participants also noted the strong need for a positive influence of leadership and the
environment on their identity development (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Feeling a part of something
bigger than oneself and working toward a common goal established by leaders also emerged in
interview data. Because interaction with one’s environment (Neck & Houghton, 2006) is a
critical component of self-leadership theory and collective efficacy is important in social
cognitive theory, the study data were further validated by established research and in turn
supported those theories. Because the theoretical framework was aligned with elements of
teacher retention and professionalism research and with the a priori interview codes, the data also
provided leaders in the context as well as without avenues for improvement.
Implications for Practice
More relevant to school leaders than theoretical implications are implications for
improvements to practice. Based on the research findings, leaders at NCMS and in other
educational contexts would do well to teach professionalism through modeling, feedback, and
professional development. They should communicate effectively and use strong, supportive
leadership to establish a culture of collective efficacy based on common goals and values.
Participants spoke about the need for leaders to practice what they preach and set a good
example. Indeed, providing role modeling is identified as a method to use to teach
professionalism (Al-Eraky, 2015). Feedback from leaders was also necessary for NCMS
interviewees to develop professional identities. The need teachers expressed for feedback echoes
the literature, which states that professional identity can be taught through feedback (Hill-Berry,
2016) and that identity, in general, is developed through interactions with external stakeholders
(Neck & Houghton, 2006).
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Communication was another essential professional behavior that emerged in the literature
(Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009; Hill-Berry, 2016) and in interview data. Almost all
participants stressed the need for effective communication from leadership and peers. Effective
communication provides the clarity of expectations needed for teachers to have a goal to work
toward, which is intrinsically motivating (Carton, 2017). Indeed, “regular and supportive
communication with administrators . . . [is] related to greater retention rates” (Borman &
Dowling, 2008, p. 390).
Professional development is another avenue leaders can use to help teachers develop into
confident professionals (Darling-Hammond et al., 1995; Hill-Berry, 2016; Tichenor & Tichenor,
2004). Study participants agreed that professional development is important; several noted that
their identity development would have been smoother and more successful had they had better
training and preparation. Professional development was also cited in attrition research as a
positive contributor to job satisfaction (Ávalos & Valenzuela, 2016) and could also fit into the
learning and innovation components that are found to be beneficial in self-leadership theory
(Neck & Houghton, 2006).
It is important to note that in order to gain professional identity development, teachers
should quickly be empowered to lead themselves and each other (Darling-Hammond et al.,
1995), though leaders must set the tone. This emerged in interview data when participants noted
the influence of peers and teamwork on helping them self-lead toward a professional identity.
Leaders are necessary to create such peer relationships. Again, such empowerment and
professional identity enter a recursive cycle with greater self-efficacy (Johnston, 2015). The
confidence and professionalism cycle can lead, in turn, to increased perseverance and retention
through intrinsic motivation (Berg et al., 2010; Yost, 2006).
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In the same way that teachers need support in terms of the establishment of good peer
relationships and the provision of high-quality professional development, they also requested
emotional support from leaders and a culture of collective efficacy around a common goal.
Literature citing the need for supportive leadership is prevalent. “Teachers in all countries need
support for their commitment, energy and skill, if they are to grapple with the immense
emotional, intellectual and social demands [placed on them]” (Day et al., 2006, p. 614). Pillen,
Den Brok, and Beijaard (2013) identified support as critical in mitigating identity development
tensions, while Hales, Graves, Durr, and Browne (2018) found that a major concern for
beginning teachers working on professional identity was concerns over lack of support.
Participant narratives were rife with stories in which they struggled in their work due to a lack of
support and with calls for an environment in which leaders express care and concern. Such a
supportive environment boosts not only professional identity but also teacher retention,
providing further evidence for a positive link between the two. Administrative support was cited
again and again in attrition research as a mediating factor to attrition (Borman & Dowling, 2008;
Boyd et al., 2008; Brunetti, 2006) and as an important working condition (Darling-Hammond,
2003; Gray et al., 2017).
Anh (2013) found that professional identity was also developed through collaboration
toward a single objective, while others noted that collaboration and engagement toward socially
responsible goals increased teacher professionalism (Hilferty, 2008). Codd (2005) identified
“fundamental democratic values of collective responsibility, cooperation, social justice and trust”
as essential to teacher professionalism (p. 204). Study participants, likewise, identified
collaboration, collective efficacy, and a common vision as necessary components of their
professional identities. Collaboration emerged in attrition literature as a potential mediating
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factor (Harfitt, 2015), while collective efficacy led to increased self-efficacy (Bandura, 2001),
and a collective vision was intrinsically motivating (Carton, 2017).
Summary of Findings
Several connections between teacher professional identity and teacher retention emerged
in the literature and the interview data detailing the phenomenon of teacher professional identity
development. Pertaining to the overarching research question, teachers found a professional
identity to be vitally important to their intent to stay in teaching. Research subquestion 1 asked
how participants described development of that identity, and most narrated it with a focus on
experiences, professional development, and interactions with peers and leaders. Specifically,
participants answered research subquestion 2 about which behaviors constitute a professional
identity by listing leadership, communication, collaboration, and collective efficacy toward
common goals. Finally, in response to research subquestion 3, which asked about the influence
of leaders on professional identity development, participants overwhelmingly responded that
leaders had a major impact on their professional identities by setting the tone in the organization,
providing support and professional development, creating mentoring relationships, and
communicating effectively.
Such connections have practical implications for leaders at NCMS as well as other
leaders who are seeking an avenue for improvement of teacher retention. Professionalism is an
umbrella under which one can address several workplace conditions desirable for teacher
retention. In this way, the research contributes to the greater body of knowledge on teacher
attrition by providing a link between what is known about professional identity and a positive
impact on teacher retention.
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Limitations
The study is limited to a single, unique context, which creates limitations in the
possibility the results would be transferable to another context. North Canyon Middle School is
uniquely positioned for high attrition due to its proximity to a military base. While this condition
makes NCMS an ideal candidate for an attrition study because it has greater retention needs, the
unique nature of the context does present some difficulties regarding transferability.
Additionally, the campus staff expressed overall dissatisfaction with their jobs, making it
possible that teacher interview data were overly influenced by the context rather than by the
teacher’s personal impact on their development of a professional identity. Researcher
positionality is another limitation. While I am no longer a leader in the context, I previously
worked as a supervisor for participants, and this could have had an impact on their responses.
While I disclosed demographic information, such as age, gender, years of teaching experience,
and subject area, these factors were not analyzed in great detail to determine whether they
revealed any additional patterns in the data. Finally, the study’s qualitative nature does not
provide the concrete, statistical link between professional identity and teacher retention that
would be more clearly persuasive to some audiences.
Recommendations
Various recommendations emerged from the results of the interpretive phenomenological
analysis of qualitative interview data. Recommendations for future research are presented that
could address research limitation and explore the issues further. Finally, recommendations for
practitioners in the field of education or in other leadership roles will be discussed.
Recommendations for research. To address the limitations of this research, it is
recommended that future scholars replicate the study in a different context or in multiple
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contexts to determine whether the data is transferable and to validate the results further.
Likewise, action research can be conducted in which a leader uses the quantitative instrument to
identify concerns with professionalism and attrition, intervenes with support in the form of
professionalism training and feedback, and then reassesses the organization. Such a study may
provide a clear justification that professionalism is a valuable initiative on which to expend
scarce school resources. Using qualitative or quantitative methods to study a variety of
participants, such as leaders and teachers with varying demographics, could provide a richer
picture of teacher professionalism. Although the interview data presented here provides an
initial, tentative link between professional identity and retention, a mixed-methods or
quantitative study would also provide strong evidence of a link, which could be more persuasive
and add more distinctly to the body of knowledge on teacher attrition.
Recommendations for practice. After studying the phenomenon of teacher professional
development through IPA analysis of focus group interview data, I recommend that leaders in
educational and other contexts study professionalism and implement development programs to
foster professional behavior in all members of an organization. The qualitative data provided
here shows that such an initiative can and should be accomplished with modeling, feedback, and
professional development. Leaders should focus on professional behaviors, such as effective
communication, collaboration, and continual learning. Education and other organizational
leaders should also use strong, supportive leadership to establish a culture of collective efficacy
based on common goals and values to capitalize on the benefits of increased professionalism,
such as improved self-efficacy and job performance.
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Reflections
Reflecting on the development of my own professional identity, I can trace the
beginnings back to some of my earliest experiences in this school district, which were back when
I was in kindergarten. I am a product of district schools and the surrounding community, and my
mother taught in other district middle schools for over 20 years. I always loved school and loved
learning, so it was no surprise when I entered teaching in my home district. However, it was a
surprise to me when I decided to go into leadership. I did so largely because of the
encouragement of other leaders who saw something in me. It was their feedback and effort in
showing me things I did not see in myself that led me to my passion for leading people to their
highest potential and for solving problems. My experience parallels that of my interviewees in
that I relied heavily on feedback and experience. I am fortunate enough to have received positive
feedback that grew me as a professional, and I want that same experience for every teacher I am
blessed to serve.
As a former district teacher, a current district leader, and a district parent, I am deeply
invested in growth and improvement for our teachers. Growing and developing our teachers is
the best investment we can make in our children’s education for the future of our community,
our state, our nation, and our world. In the hours that I spent talking with participating teachers, I
was greatly impressed by their commitment to their mission, their students, and to reflection and
personal improvement. I have seen that passion in many of the teachers I serve, and I feel it
should be rewarded with the honor and respect given to other professionals, such as doctors or
lawyers. In my work with these teachers, I learned a great deal as a leader and as a scholar. It is
my hope that this research adds to relevant literature and, more importantly, serves as an
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encouragement to campus leaders everywhere to create a professional environment in which
teachers are treated as the expert practitioners that we ask them to be.
Conclusion
In addition to the stated purpose of this research study, my goals were to add to the
literature on teacher attrition and professionalism and to propose a viable, research-based
intervention for attrition that could be implemented within the purview of campus leaders.
Interpretive phenomenological analysis of focus group interview data allowed me to study this
issue through in-depth teacher reflections. It was important that the participants engage in
reflection with their peers because research and the data supported the idea that professional
identities were created largely in peer groups. Data were collected from teachers in one specific
context, which allowed me to consider context as a factor influencing teacher professional
identities.
The findings indicated that teachers rely heavily on feedback from stakeholders, such as
peers, leaders, and parents, and on their organizational culture to develop their professional
identities. Additionally, findings showed teachers find having a strong professional identity is
crucial to helping them persist in an increasingly difficult profession. Taken together, these
insights show that leaders can support teachers in professional identity development by fostering
a supportive, professional climate with collective efficacy and, therefore, positively impact
retention in their organizations.
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Appendix A: Introductory Email
Study Title: Mediating Teacher Attrition by Developing a Strong Professional Identity
Researcher: Elizabeth Cunningham
This letter will detail the purpose of and procedures for a research study being conducted at
North Canyon Middle School; you are strongly encouraged to read this information before
proceeding. This study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board of Abilene
Christian University and by the leadership of the North Canyon Independent School District.
Your participation is strictly voluntary and can be revoked at any time.
Purpose and Procedures
The purpose of this study is to explore whether development of a strong professional identity can
positively impact teacher retention on a given campus based on interview data illustrating teacher
perceptions of professionalism and desires to stay in teaching. Participation in the study includes
completion of two online surveys, one over self-identified professional identity, and one over job
satisfaction. Both surveys together should not take more than an hour to complete. In addition, you
will be given the option to participate in focus group interviews conducted at North Canyon Middle
School that may last up to two hours. You also have the option to have an individual interview if
it makes you more comfortable. I will conduct the interviews, audio record them, and transcribe
the data for analysis.
Risks and Discomforts
There is no anticipated risk of physical discomfort associated with this study. Possible emotional
risks include the potential discomfort of discussing professional identity and intent to stay in or
leave teaching with colleagues and an administrator during the focus group interview. If you feel
uncomfortable, you are welcome to refrain from participation or to excuse yourself from the study.
If you wish, you may also ask additional questions of the researcher or other participants to
increase your level of comfort.
Benefits
The benefits of participation include the opportunity to share your feelings regarding the
importance of professional identity as well as any other factors you feel are relevant to your
decision to either stay in or leave teaching. You will also have the benefit of having made a
contribution to greater knowledge on the pressing topic of teacher attrition, which will in turn be
applied for the greater benefit of all teachers at North Canyon Middle School.
Confidentiality
The digital information gathered during this study will be kept securely on my computer, and any
physical artifacts such as interview notes or printed transcriptions will be kept under lock and key
in my home. At the completion of the study, all research materials will be submitted to my Abilene
Christian University instructor for secure storage. There will be no names or other identifying
information on survey submissions or interview transcripts; each respondent will have an assigned
code, the key to which will be kept with other secure materials. No names or other identifying
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information will be published with the research, which is intended to be published as a dissertation
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a doctor of education degree at Abilene Christian
University.
Withdrawal without Prejudice
Study participation is voluntary, and there is therefore no penalty for nonparticipation. You are
free to withdraw your consent and end participation at any time with no prejudice or penalty; your
study data would then be destroyed. You are also free to decline to answer any focus group or
interview questions should you elect to participate in that portion of the study.
If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me at xxx-xxx-xxxx or
xxxxx@acu.edu. This information will also be posted at the beginning of the online surveys, and
your electronic consent to participate under these conditions will be required before the surveys
commence.
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Appendix B: Reminder Email Regarding the Need for Study Participants

Study Title: Mediating Teacher Attrition by Developing a Strong Professional Identity
Researcher: Elizabeth Cunningham

Recently, you received a request to participate in an important survey and focus group interview
I am conducting as a requirement for a doctoral degree at Abilene Christian University. Please
consider adding your feedback on the topic of professional identity and teacher retention.
Please note that your participation in this research is strictly voluntary, and your consent can be
revoked at any time. Your input would provide great insight for leadership and development here
at North Canyon Middle School. Thank you for your consideration; if you have any questions or
concerns, please feel free to contact me at xxx-xxx-xxxx or xxxxx@acu.edu.
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Appendix C: Draft Interview Protocol
RQ 1) How do educators describe the development of their professional and personal identities?
● Tell me the story of how you have developed your professional identity as a teacher.
RQ 2) According to educators, what qualities or behaviors characterize a strong professional
identity?
● What qualities, characteristics, or behaviors constitute a professional identity to you?
RQ 3) How do educators perceive the influence of leaders on their professional identity
development?
● Do you think it is possible for an individual to cultivate these characteristics,
qualities, and behaviors for him or herself? Is outside influence necessary to make
that cultivation possible, and, if so, what kind?
● Self-leadership is defined in the literature as “a self-influence process through which
people achieve the self-direction and self-motivation necessary to perform” (Neck &
Houghton, 2006, p. 271).
o How does practice of self-direction in regard to your leadership practices
affect your professional identity?
o How does practice of self-motivation in regard to your leadership practices
affect your professional identity?
●

How important is a professional identity to you? What impact do you think it has on
your career decisions?

● Is it important to you that others (outside stakeholders such as parents, students, and
other leaders) view you as a professional?
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● What else motivates you? Have factors such as salary, meaningful work, and a
growth mindset impacted your motivation to stay in teaching?
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Appendix D: Final Interview Protocol
RQ 1) How do educators describe the development of their professional and personal identities?
● Tell me the story of how you have developed your professional identity as a teacher.
RQ 2) According to educators, what qualities or behaviors characterize a strong professional
identity?
● What qualities, characteristics, or behaviors constitute a professional identity to you?
RQ 3) How do educators perceive the influence of leaders on their professional identity
development?
● Do you think it is possible for an individual to cultivate these characteristics,
qualities, and behaviors for him or herself? Is outside influence necessary to make
that cultivation possible, and, if so, what kind?
● Self-leadership is defined in the literature as “a self-influence process through which
people achieve the self-direction and self-motivation necessary to perform” (Neck &
Houghton, 2006, p. 271).
o How does practice of self-direction in regard to your leadership practices
affect your professional identity?
o How does practice of self-motivation in regard to your leadership practices
affect your professional identity?
●

How important is a professional identity to you? What impact do you think it has on
your career decisions? Is it important to you that others (outside stakeholders) view
you as a professional?

● What else motivates you? Have factors such as salary, meaningful work, and a
growth mindset impacted your motivation to stay in teaching?
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Appendix E: IRB Approval Letter
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Appendix F: Survey Results

Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) Results
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Professional Self-Identity Questionnaire (PSIQ) Results
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Appendix G: Draft Coding Matrix
Code
Identity
Identity development

Professionalism

Autonomy

Calling

Motivation

Grit

Self-efficacy

Definition
How one perceives him or
herself (Bandura, 2001)
The ability to build a
desired self-perception
through self-leadership
(Neck & Houghton, 2006)
Workplace behaviors such
as collaboration, effective
communication, ethical
behavior, innovation,
inclusivity, positivity, and
the ability to reflect
(Mansfield et al., 2012)
The ability to shape one’s
work environment for
personal maximization
(Maylett & Warner, 2014)
Feeling a divine mission or
purpose in one’s work
(Thompson & Miller-Perrin,
2003)
Internal motivation as
achieved through selfleadership strategies such as
behavior-focused,
constructive thought, and
natural reward focuses
(Neck & Houghton, 2006)
A mindset focused on
growth, resilience, and
seeing mistakes as
opportunities (Yeager &
Dweck, 2012)
Confidence in one’s ability
based on autonomy and
empowerment (Bandura,
2001)

Interview Example
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Appendix H: Final Interview Coding Matrix

Code
A Priori Codes
Identity

Definition
How one perceives him or
herself (Bandura, 2001)

Interview Example
“But I feel like it’s
definitely necessary to have
that identity to feel like, I
mean for me at least that
I’m doing a good job.”
“I feel like when I feel like
I’m a professional, I feel
like I’m doing a good job.”
“ . . . at the end of the day
saying, Oh I taught, I taught
somebody something or
whatever. Having that
identity as, I’m a teacher is
really essential to keep in
that drive, to want to keep
going.”
“I think someone who selfidentifies as a professional,
say it goes back to
feedback.”
“Everybody wants to be
treated as a professional and
you know even if, yeah,
there’s a problem, you want
to keep your positive selfimage . . .”
“The more professional as
an educator, I feel the more
confidence I’m going to be
able to give my students.”
“But the teacher identity,
it’s really weird, but it
wasn’t until I’d been
certified teaching, it’s like
four or five years before I
really felt like I could own
that title of certified teacher
because until that point I
kind of felt like I was
playacting. I’m like, well,
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I’m imitating blah blah that
I worked with or watched
and I just, I couldn’t really
call it an identity.”
“In fact, I was told
essentially because I taught
college and I didn’t have 20
years teaching experience
that there was nothing I
could bring to the table.
And so it really complicated
how I felt as a
professional.”
“I went to training, different
trainings and things like that
and like, I got really good
ideas and things like that to
use in the classroom, but I
didn’t really feel like a
teacher because it just felt
like getting like the, the
scores determined whether I
was a teacher or not.”
“And I really kind of, I put
my identity in [reflection
and improvement] because
like I don’t, I don’t know
about other teachers who
teach my content, but I
essentially write new lesson
plans every year based on
my kids, where my current
kids are plus what I know
worked and didn’t work and
how I can more effectively
teach them.”
“And so sometimes I feel
like I shouldn’t even be
there, but I always want to
help.”
“My ability or my identity
as a professional is not you
know, must have good
scores in order to be a good
teacher.”
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Identity development

The ability to build a
desired self-perception
through self-leadership
(Neck & Houghton, 2006)

“But if I’m with a group of
kids and we need to do
something, I’m starting to
more and more feel that
sense of purpose that’s just
there. Okay, I’m an adult
with the kids and I have that
teacher identity and this is
what we do, you know?”
“If you go into teaching just
for the paycheck, I, you
need to find a different
profession. And because
you’re never going to have a
professional identity
anyway because it’s only
going to be a paycheck.”
“. . . feeling like you’re that
professional is really
essential.”
“I didn’t know anything I
hadn’t been teaching yet, so
I didn’t really have the
answers to be able to give
them about all of their
topics that they had.”
“Really, I’ve had a good
experience learning from
other people, going to
workshops, talking things
through, having confidence
that I can talk to and ask
what do I do? . . . “So I just
learned from other teachers
and administrators and trial
and error.”
“You have to create your
own identity.”
“You have to have your
own standards.”
“You have a model. Okay.
Yeah. That’s the kind of
teacher I want to be. I want
to model myself after that.
How do you do that? So
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what’s your, what’s your
process?”
“And I started to feel like I
needed to grow beyond that,
but I was like, I don’t know
how to do this.”
“And he, I played piano for
his kids, but he also let me
come in and sit in on his
classroom and all of a
sudden just this whole thing
opened up. I was like, this is
the missing piece.”
“So by the time I actually
went in a classroom, I had
all of this knowledge and
experience that I’d seen, but
then I had to do it, and when
I, when I, when I finished
up my certificate and I was
ready to start teaching.”
“Still being immersed in
experience and getting
advice from people and then
just the daily working with
the kids and going through
the school requirements and
interacting with other
people in the school and it
took that long to kind of
cement that identity. I
already kind of had a base
for it, but then all of that
had to come together to
cement it. Now it’s, I don’t
feel like I’m playacting
anymore.”
“So it’s, I have a really
weird story as a musician
and as a teacher, but I’m
grateful for all of those
pieces put together because
I think they helped me make
it work even in kind of an
odd.”
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“And if I had to do it over, I
would not have done it that
way because it, it really
gives new meaning to trial
by fire especially in a core
subject.”
“And I mean, they would
literally like put it in your
face, like, so-and-so did
better than you [on
standardized test scores].
And, that sort of thing. Like
there was a board and
everything. It was really
humiliating.”
“I feel like people have
started to recognize that I do
have strengths in the
classroom and not that I’m
building my identity off of
that, but when you’re
treated like a professional
because you have valuable
information and that sort of
thing, that can help the
team.”
“You have to develop those
qualities because if they’re
not coming to you from
your environment at large, if
you don’t develop them,
then there’s nothing to
really hold what you’re hold
together, what you’re
doing.”
“Yeah, I have to develop
myself, but I’m supposed to
work with a team and, note,
supposed to work with a
team. I don’t even meet
with that team this year.”
“Maybe one thing that’s
important for the teacher
identity, but also building
your professional identity is
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Professionalism

Workplace behaviors such
as collaboration, effective
communication, ethical
behavior, innovation,
inclusivity, positivity, and
the ability to reflect
(Mansfield et al., 2012)

not being afraid to find the
help even if it’s not right in
front of you or not easy to
get to.”
“If you’re working this hard
to you personally, build
your professional identity
and get help and learn
things that you don’t know
and whatever, and you
constantly feel that, I deal
with this, you feel ignored,
you feel unimportant or you
feel like all of your efforts
are squashed or overlooked
in some way that can make
it harder and harder to try to
push against that and keep
building.”
“We want our kids to grow,
we need to grow.”
“So I really truly feel like a
lot of the times it’s just your
own moral center, kind of
trying to just do what you
think is right.”
“I feel like we do our best to
do what’s right, but it’s hard
whenever you don’t have
the leadership setting that
example for you all the
time.”
“I don’t feel like I taught at
all my first year. I feel like I
survived.”
“Find other people like you
who have your same
beliefs.”
“. . . you’re prepared for the
actual teaching, but when
you get into it, you realize
that that’s very little of what
you end up doing . . . I feel
like most of the time I do
this much [a little] teaching
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and this much [a lot] other
things throughout my day.”
“Okay. So but over time I
adapted, I was able to, to
put in place these little
procedures and stuff for
myself.”
“In the Navy, we call it nuts
and bolts, every day doing
nuts and bolts. What, what
happened good? What
happened bad? How can I
fix that?”
“Really, I’ve had a good
experience learning from
other people, going to
workshops, talking things
through, having confidence
that I can talk to and ask
what do I do? . . . So I just
learned from other teachers
and administrators and trial
and error.”
“So as a teacher, you think
about those moments, Hey,
when Johnny’s light came
on, that’s a success. Or I
just couldn’t reach Janet.
Janet just didn’t get it. And
that’s a failure and what did
I do on what can I do better
next time?”
“We’d all get in at the same
time and okay, we’re having
a, Oh, have you tried this,
this works good. And we’re
all there at the same time so
you can bounce ideas off of
them.”
“And then a strong,
[teacher] was not my
assigned mentor, but she
was one of those that was
like step right in and, and
that was that
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professionalism. Somebody
that looked like, you might
need a little pickup here.”
“What we have control over
is our community here.
Let’s see if we can work to
make that better.”
“The more professional as
an educator, I feel the more
confidence I’m going to be
able to give my students.”
“In fact, I was told
essentially because I taught
college and I didn’t have 20
years teaching experience
that there was nothing I
could bring to the table.
And so it really complicated
how I felt as a
professional.”
“I feel like people have
started to recognize that I do
have strengths in the
classroom and not that I’m
building my identity off of
that, but when you’re
treated like a professional
because you have valuable
information and that sort of
thing, that can help the
team.”
“I feel like everybody has
something to contribute,
whether it’s the first year
teacher who doesn’t have
the classroom experience
but has all the most recent
knowledge . . . the new
practices and everything . . .
versus, you know, the, the
teacher that’s been around
for, you know, 20, 30 years
where they, you know, they
have not only, you know,
insights into the content but
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also classroom management
because that is, you have to
have good classroom
management in order to be
an effective teacher.”
“And that’s something that,
you know, I’ve really been
able to reflect upon it cause
every year, you know, I
reflect like, what worked,
what didn’t work, how can I
make this better? And I
really kind of, I put my
identity in that because like
I don’t, I don’t know about
other teachers who teach my
content, but I essentially
write new lesson plans
every year based on my
kids, where my current kids
are plus what I know
worked and didn’t work and
how I can more effectively
teach them.”
“My ability or my identity
as a professional is not you
know, must have good
scores in order to be a good
teacher.”
“I have a lot of sleepless
nights cause . . . I’m always
looking for ways to
improve.”
“I feel like I would like to
see in general more
collaboration between
teachers.”
“They were playing to their
strengths. They
communicated well with
each other, which I feel like
is a really, really big thing
about being a professional.”
“I mean, we’re trying to
teach our kids how to
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Autonomy

The ability to shape one’s
work environment for
personal maximization
(Maylett & Warner, 2014)

communicate and we don’t
communicate and then, you
know, people wonder why
we get all bent out of shape
and stuff about things.”
“If you can communicate
with me, I’m going be more
likely to give you what you
want as long as I can get
what I need in return.”
“We all need to be on the
same page because that’s
how things run, you know,
and you think about, a lot of
times people try to equate
professionalism in other
sorry, other occupations.
They’re communicating,
they’re all on the same
page. That’s what makes
them effective. We’re not
effective, mainly I feel like
because we don’t
communicate.”
“I feel like if you go into
teaching and you’re afraid
to learn, then you’re gonna
miss out.”
“Well, and I feel like feeling
like a professional also
comes with being treated
like a professional because
that doesn’t always
happen.”
“What we have control over
is our community here.
Let’s see if we can work to
make that better.”
“You’re the one that took
the time and the initiative
and all of those things to,
you know, to build that for
your kids. So you should
have the say as to how it
happens.”
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Calling

“And to find your joy, I got
to do my garden club again
this year . . .”
Feeling a divine mission or
“So I really truly feel like a
purpose in one’s work
lot of the times it’s just your
(Thompson & Miller-Perrin, own moral center, kind of
2003)
trying to just do what you
think is right.”
“I feel like it makes you feel
like you’re doing something
meaningful. Whenever
people look at you as a
professional and not just
like a babysitter.”
“And, you know, feel like
I’m making a difference.”
“I feel like I’m making a
difference. I feel like what
I’m doing is important.”
“I do enjoy students that
need love, more love and
more support and more like
almost parenting.”
“And I really didn’t see
myself making a difference.
Like I would have liked to
see.”
“Even though they are so
challenging, I fell in love
with them and I didn’t want
to leave.”
“And I think that’s a big
part for me as a teacher,
having that purpose, but
then also having the
perseverance to keep
digging away at it.”
“But if I’m with a group of
kids and we need to do
something, I’m starting to
more and more feel that
sense of purpose that’s just
there.”
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Motivation

Internal motivation as
achieved through selfleadership strategies such as
behavior-focused,
constructive thought, and
natural reward focuses
(Neck & Houghton, 2006)

“The kids. I mean, because
obviously teachers don’t do
it for the money.”
“If you go into teaching just
for the paycheck, I, you
need to find a different
profession. And because
you’re never going to have a
professional identity
anyway because it’s only
going to be a paycheck.”
“Talking about impact, I
had a, had a student last
year that I was really sad
that her and her brother
were moving to another
place and during the
summer I saw her and she
just lit up and came and ran
and hugged me and, and I
was like, this is why I do
this.”
“If you’re a religious
person, pray to God that
maybe you can touch bases
with somebody.”
“I’m very competitive as a
person . . . I had to make
sure I was doing really well
compared to some of my
colleagues.”
“. . . especially in that first
year, you’re just trying to
survive and it is nothing like
you ever thought it would
be any, you really have to
develop that passion to keep
going.”
“I think you start with the
small victories, like the, you
know, Oh, I helped this, this
student achieve a higher test
score or whatever. And then
from there you just keep
growing with those.”
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Grit

A mindset focused on
growth, resilience, and
seeing mistakes as
opportunities (Yeager &
Dweck, 2012)

“I feel like when I feel like
I’m a professional, I feel
like I’m doing a good job.”
“But I feel like if I feel like
I’m happy somewhere, then
even less pay doesn’t matter
to me. I just want to find
where I can be happy
again.”
“I am motivated to stay with
the kids.”
“And I think people are
more likely to stay in that
profession if they feel
successful and less likely to
stay if their negatives and
negatives are building up
higher than their positives.
And at some point they just
reach their own personal
breaking points that, you
know what, I’m going, this
is not worth it.”
“You felt you felt loved,
you felt wanted, you felt
valued.”
“I’m there for the kids.
Now, I can kind of hunker
down, focus on them. We’ll
weather the storm.”
“And I didn’t see, I didn’t, I
really didn’t see myself
making a difference. Like I
would have liked to see.”
“I, yes, I think it kind of
keeps you going because I
feel like being professional,
personally, I feel like when
I feel like I’m a
professional, I feel like I’m
doing a good job.”
“Having that identity as, I’m
a teacher is really essential
to keep in that drive, to want
to keep going.”
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“So but over time I adapted,
I was able to, to put in place
these little procedures and
stuff for myself. Okay.
Organizational makes your
once I saw a, a thing
happened in classroom, I
could put something in
place. Okay, well, the next
time that happens, this is
what I’m going to do.”
“Now, I can kind of hunker
down, focus on [the kids].
We’ll weather the storm.”
“And the reason I was able
to, I guess if you want to
say stick it out until all that
came together is because I
already had the previous
nine years as a
paraprofessional support
from veteran friends and
teachers that are like, I want
to be a part of this.”
“I’m not gonna want to stay
because I’m never going to
be good enough.”
“And I think that’s a big
part for me as a teacher,
having that purpose, but
then also having the
perseverance to keep
digging away at it.”
“Maybe connection is
another word to add into
what makes people stick
with it.”
“You know, that’s, that’s
where that perseverance
comes in because, you
know, you gotta have a lot
of it for various reasons, but
if you’re continually
squashed down, ignored,
unimportant, no matter what
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Self-efficacy

Confidence in one’s ability
based on autonomy and
empowerment (Bandura,
2001)

your effort is, nobody ever
appreciates it or whatever,
eventually your fire’s going
to go out no matter how
much perseverance you
have.”
“I have to find those little
successes, hang on to that
and keep going. You know,
it just, I guess that’s where
the perseverance comes in
again.”
“At that burn out phase. If
they can find something,
something to get
reinvigorated.”
“. . . comes from small
victories . . .”
“Or whenever I see my kids
succeeding in math, I’m
going to do what’s good for
them in math. I think just
the positive experiences
have helped me feel good
about myself as a teacher.”
“I felt like last year I kind of
slid finally into that feeling
really comfortable and
confident in my teaching
abilities. I think the
relationships I built with my
students, especially last year
really helped me with that.”
“Parents that basically want
to tell you how to do your
job. So it, it hurts your
feeling like you’re an
adequate professional
sometimes.”
“I feel like you question
yourself a lot whenever you
feel . . . like not prepared. It
makes you feel like you’re a
bad teacher. Like I’m like, I
feel like I can’t do my job,
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but I feel like that shouldn’t
be a question if you’re a
professional or not.”
“Okay, well, the next time
that happens, this is what
I’m going to do. And I
became more and more
comfortable with it as time
went by.”
“So when somebody looks
back and says, okay, I had a
successful day, I had more
goods than bads, they will
feel better about themselves
and about how well they do
their job, whatever job it is.”
“The more professional as
an educator, I feel the more
confidence I’m going to be
able to give my students.”
“But, from the start, even
when I started as a
paraprofessional, I’ve
always felt comfortable in a
school environment.”
“And then when I moved
here, it was like something
clicked and I was like, Oh, I
really do know what I’m
doing. I’m not as bad as I
thought I was. And so I had
like, I’ve had a lot more
confidence in the classroom
partly because things that I,
you know, I felt like I
wasn’t good at it. Turned
out I was, you know, at least
there’s always room for
improvement, but, you
know, but I was better than I
thought.”
“I’m not gonna want to stay
because I’m never going to
be good enough.”
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“I have to find those little
successes, hang on to that
and keep going.”
New Codes
Feedback

Feedback is an essential
element of developing a
professional identity (AlEraky, 2015).

“I don’t look for praise, but
you look for reassurance
that you’re doing the right
thing.”
“When the principal tells
me that I did something
good, I’m going to continue
to do that thing that he said
was good.”
“And you know, receiving I
guess accolades, you know,
like from my admin about
how good of a job I was
doing and things like that
really helped with that.”
“I feel like the whole
teaching profession as a
whole, you know, a lot of
times we’re not looked at as
professionals . . .”
“Teaching is so thankless
that, you know, you try to,
that recognition from other
people is really what keeps
you going.”
“I think someone who selfidentifies as a professional,
say it goes back to
feedback.”
“. . . you know, if you’ve
done something well, you
want to hear that you’ve
done something well.”
“And we don’t get a lot if
you’ve done something well
feedback I don’t think.”
“If you’re continually
squashed down, ignored,
unimportant, no matter what
your effort is, nobody ever
appreciates it or whatever,
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Leadership

Leadership behaviors such
as modeling, consistency,
transparency, establishing
boundaries, etc. are
important to teachers
(Tickle et al., 2011)

eventually your fire’s going
to go out no matter how
much perseverance you
have.”
“You need to, you know,
hear from administrators,
even from your own peers
that you’re doing a good job
or maybe a little note or
something like that. You
need to hear that.”
“It has to be meaningful too
cause we talk about having
meaningful feedback for our
kids. You know, we’re not
getting meaningful feedback
. . .”
“If you don’t get
meaningful feedback,
you’re really not going to
grow. You’re just gonna
stay the same.”
“And I thought, you know,
if we all, if we all got more
feedback like this from the
parents, not just the
administrators from the
parents. You feel more
valued.”
“ . . . it would be beneficial
if like the leaders were like,
‘Hey, you need to go do this
because I know that this is
what your classroom
needs.’”
“I honestly think that
teachers are going to act as
the leadership in the school
acts.”
“It’s hard for teachers in our
school to . . . know what a
professional teacher even
looks like because . . . I feel
like we do our best to do
what’s right, but it’s hard
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whenever you don’t have
the leadership setting that
example for you all the
time.”
“So I feel like it is difficult
when you’re modeled [the
wrong thing] or when you
see it every single day to
develop those.”
“There’s clearly no
consistency. Like it’s hard
to know what’s right from
wrong. . . But there’s no
consistency within the
leaders too.”
“Parents have an influence
on our admin, which
influences our
professionalism.”
“I think admin is like the
biggest thing because I truly
always thought the admin
was always going to be
there for you.”
“So that’s [choosing the
right mentor] the admin
knowing their people.”
“So I would, I would expect
administrators to say, how
are you doing? Is there
anything I can do? Even just
the expression is important,
even if they can’t do
anything for you . . .”
“So, you know sometimes I
think that probably, some
things need to be discussed
within . . . the faculty
meetings . . . deep
discussions about what’s
going on and what’s
appropriate, what’s
inappropriate . . .”
“If you can communicate
with me, I’m going be more
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Support

Supportive leadership is
essential for teacher
retention (Gray et al., 2017)

likely to give you what you
want as long as I can get
what I need in return.”
“So if we’re not being held
to the same standard, then
we’re not really going in the
same direction”
“Well, and I feel like feeling
like a professional also
comes with being treated
like a professional because
that doesn’t always
happen.”
“I don’t feel like we’re
given the materials to teach
them the way that is
appropriate for their
learning.”
“So I even think that
training gave you this
idealistic point of view of
the way teaching is going to
be and when you get into it
especially in that first year,
you’re just trying to survive
and it is nothing like you
ever thought it would be . . .
that goes along with you not
getting an adequate picture
of what it’s supposed to be
and then not putting that
support when you’re in that
position.”
“I think admin is like the
biggest thing because I truly
always thought the admin
was always going to be
there for you.”
“And I wrote up a kid one
day cause he was just
terrorizing my whole class
and admin came and
basically just threw his BIP
at me and said I’m sorry.
And kept going. And he just
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kept being a terror. So I
don’t know, it’s, I feel like
there’s so much other things
that stop you from being
able to teach.”
“And without [teacher],
who was [teacher], I think at
that time I would have been
totally lost. We had a group
with all the core teachers.
We had all the same kids, so
we could talk about one.
And if we had a meeting,
then we could all be there
and share and problem
solve. And so without their
help, I never would have
made it. They were great.
They were supportive.
They’d give me hints.”
“I was very dependent on
the teacher I was working
with because I wasn’t a
certified teacher. And so for
a long time that was my
security.”
“And plus I had some
people that I could ask for
resources and advice and
stuff.”
“And the reason I was able
to, I guess if you want to
say stick it out until all that
came together is because I
already had the previous
nine years as a
paraprofessional support
from veteran friends and
teachers that are like, I want
to be a part of this.”
“And the place I worked, I
didn’t have that mentorship
that I needed.”
“Yeah, I have to develop
myself, but I’m supposed to
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Culture/Climate

Campus culture can cause
attrition and is therefore
worthy of attention
(Struyven & Vanthournout,
2014)

work with a team and, note,
supposed to work with a
team. I don’t even meet
with that team this year.”
“. . . the environment may
not have been the best . . .”
“I don’t even know if it’s
the school climate or if it’s
like myself not thinking that
it’s the right thing to do . . .”
“You felt it [a professional
vibe] walking in the place.”
“And then I didn’t really
like the culture there. So I
wound up wanting to leave
out of the teaching
profession and I did—I did
for a little while . . .”
“I want to do more as far as,
you know, work within the
culture of the school . . .”
“If we were all on the same
page, things might run
smoothly, you know, and
having a culture where
everyone is on the same
page not, like a few people
over here on one page and
y’all are on a page over here
and you know, they are
three pages behind over
here.”
“But as far as the, when you
talked about as far as the
school, cause we have a
mission, so we all should be
on the same sheet of music
when it comes to teaching
our students, what we want
for our students.”
”It may look different in
each classroom because
we’re teaching different
subjects, but the angle is the
same.”
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“But
[observing/participating in
other classes] allows me to
understand more just how
the kids are even in other
classes, how the teachers are
here, those teachers’
frustrations when they have
them or when there’s a bad
day in the classes cause I’m
already there and it just, for
me, I feel like it’s added to
my connection with the
school and I like it.”

